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Introduction
OverHolland presents a wealth of architec-
tonic research regarding the typo-morpho-
logical study of the city as well as the issue
of architectonic interventions in Randstad
cities. The first part of this series published in
October 2004 explored this issue. The sec-
ond part, which lies before you, begins with
‘Mapping Randstad Holland’, a study that has
literally ‘mapped’ the urbanization of the
Randstad area since 1850. It is the first step
in a study that provides insight into the
urbanization of the Randstad area as a mor-
phological phenomenon not only by looking
at the big scale of the whole, but also at the
smaller scale of the combined parts.
‘Mapping Randstad Holland’ is meant as
an overview using cartography as an excel-
lent means of providing insight into urbaniza-
tion as a physical and spatial phenomenon.
Both the article and the maps make use of a
simple parameter: the expansion of the built-
up city area. In order to provide insight into
the time dimension of the urbanization
process a ‘morphological periodization’ was
used based on four kinds of municipal fibre
that are recognisable in the different Rand-
stad cities as clearly distinguishable city
areas. In the text, the most recent develop-
ments of the Randstad cities are addressed
from the broader perspective of the system
of towns in the areas around the North Sea.
To correct the image found in professional
circles special attention was paid to the
expansion of the municipal use of ground.
Using tables and diagrams an attempt was
made to provide insight into this phenome-
non.  
‘In search of an overview’ is also the
motto of Reinout Rutte’s contribution about
the birth of the town in the Netherlands dur-
ing the Middle Ages from the eleventh to the
fifteenth century. Using a ‘three-pole model’
for his research into the urbanization, Rutte
came up with a classification of nine groups
of cities, which can be distinguished by the
mix of factors that lie at the base of their
urbanization. Then, the issue of whether the
difference in these nine groups can also be
found in the city maps was also addressed.
Here, Rutte makes use of the city maps of
Jacob van Deventer from around 1560. The
approach brought forth in this study seemed
important to us for producing ‘Mapping Rand-
stad Holland’ at the individual city level. Rutte
has therefore produced a follow-up study
called ‘Groei en krimp in de Hollandse stad
van de veertiende tot de negentiende eeuw’
(Growth and decrease in the Randstad from
the fourteenth to the nineteenth century),
which will be published in the next issue of
OverHolland.
The starting point for the studies in Over-
Holland is that Dutch cities are not structural-
ly determined, but increasingly led by design
activities and therefore by architectonic and
urban development proposals. This is true for
the cities people want to build as well as for
the cities people want to avoid building. It is
precisely this hypothesis that connects the
typo-morphological study with that of the
architectonic interventions in the cities of the
Randstad. In this respect the Master work-
shop ‘Urban Architecture’ of the Department
of Architecture at the Delft University of
Technology presents a few possibilities for
giving a new impulse to the available areas in
the city of Delft where the railway, shunting
yard and factories can be found with con-
structions and public spaces in an innovative
architecture. The belief is that interventions
that are limited in reach have the power of
anticipating developments that cannot yet be
anticipated. In this issue a few results are
presented in the form of three graduate proj-
ects.
Finally, under the heading ‘polemen’
François Claessens reports on the interna-
tional conference ‘The European City’, which
took place in Delft and Antwerp in October
2004. As well, Ed Taverne has critical com-
ments for the most recent developments in
planning land, whilst Leen van Duin distances
himself from modern-day traditionalism in a




In ‘Mapping Randstad Holland’ the urbaniza-
tion process in the Randstad Holland region
is presented in four stages: 1850 (map 002a),
1940 (map 003a), 1970 (map 004a), and
2000 (map 005a). On each map the state of
urbanization is shown by an indication of the
built-up area and the different infrastructure
systems: waterways, railways, thoroughfares
and streets. In the atlas, the last map shows
the situation in 2000, a situation that forms
the sediment of the four consecutive urban-
ization phases.1
A division into ‘morphological periods’
was chosen, based on the four kinds of urban
fabrics that can be found in the cities of the
Randstad.2 These types are still clearly recog-
nizable today in specific town districts: the
‘canal town’ is characteristic for the period till
1850, the ‘town of streets and building
blocks’ for the period between 1850 and
1940, the ‘open town with green belts and
built-up areas’ for the period between 1940
and 1970, and the ‘cluster city’ for the period
after 1970.
A first version of parts of these maps
was made for the study ‘De naoorlogse stad.
Een hedendaagse ontwerpopgave’3 (‘The
post-war city. A contemporary design assign-
ment’). The completion of the maps was part
of the research programme ‘Urban Architec-
ture’ in the Department of Architecture, Delft
University of Technology. This research
focussed on the interaction between urban
morphology and building typology. From a
theoretical point of view the emphasis is on
possible connections between urban analysis
and architectonic design. Since urban renew-
al and restructuring of the existing towns are
the most important tasks at present and in
the near future, an adequate understanding
of the areas under consideration is of vital
importance.
In practice, ‘Mapping Randstad Holland’
can serve as a framework for more detailed
studies of the individual towns.4 The maps of
the Randstad therefore are not only a first
step in the research that should provide
more insight into the Randstad as a phenom-
enon by looking not just at the overall pic-
ture, but also at the lower scale levels of the
composite parts. As a first step in linking the
studies on a regional scale and the urban
analysis of individual towns, data on popula-
tion figures have been collected from nine
cities that have traditionally been the most
important: Amsterdam, Haarlem, Leiden, the
Hague, Delft, Rotterdam, Dordrecht, Gouda,
and Utrecht. The sites of the built-up areas
have been calculated with the help of the
maps (see tables).
Urban development and cartography
Urban development is as much bound by the
conception of the earth’s surface as by the
surface of the earth itself.
J.M. de Casseres, ‘Stedebouw en kaarten-
wetenschap’ (‘Urban development and car-
tography’), 1927
In the field of urban research ‘Mapping Rand-
stad Holland’ is an attempt to further develop
a specific ‘Delft’ method of urban analysis.
The Delft urban research can best be
described as a cartographical method. The
interest in cartography is mainly of a profes-
sional nature. In 1927 De Casseres, one of
the pioneers of modern urban development
in the Netherlands, wrote: 
‘There is much common ground between
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have the earth’s surface as their subject and
the changes which man has made upon it
through the centuries belong to the most
important components of the geographical
as well as the urban development research.
From this close connection, which links these
sciences to the earth’s surface, it follows that
the drawn representation thereof is one of
the most significant tools in the work of the
geographer and urban developer’. 5
De Casseres divides the ‘urban develop-
ment and cartographical work’ into two
groups: ‘the survey maps’ and ‘the actual
urban development project’.6 Through the
nature of urban development work, designs
for urban expansions, urban restructuring and
regional plans are recorded in the form of
maps. Indispensable is: 
‘the presence of good topographical material,
kept meticulously up to date, complete with
accurate contour lines [...] — the essential
condition for each urban development job,
the lack of which makes a rational draft plan
impossible’. 7
The major part of De Casseres’ article
from 1927 is dedicated to the state of the
topographical material in different European
countries and their suitability for urban devel-
opment work. Reliability of the surveys and
the scale of the cartographical representa-
tion determine the usefulness of the maps
for what is sometimes called the ‘technical
survey’: the assessment of the physical con-
dition of the plan area, concentrated on soil
composition, drainage, current land use and
ownership, and building stock. In these maps
topography is only a means to reflect the
results of statistical research on, for instance,
population density and situation of owner-
ship.
In addition to the technical survey anoth-
er form of urban development research is
considered necessary, particularly during De
Casseres’ time, the 1920s: ‘the socio-eco-
nomic survey’. The objective of the socio-
economic survey is to ‘predict’ future devel-
opments. In relation to this De Casseres
points out the work of the urban develop-
ment researcher Van Lohuizen, at the time
employed by the Public Housing Department
of the city of Rotterdam. In 1924 Van
Lohuizen carried out a pioneering study on
behalf of the International Urban Develop-
ment Congress in Amsterdam for a regional
plan for the area of South-Holland West. The
maps of the ‘Urban sphere of influence Hol-
land-Utrecht’, which Van Lohuizen made for
this study, presented for the first time a pic-
ture of what later would be called ‘Randstad
Holland’.8
Van Lohuizen is the founder of urban
development research in the Netherlands. In
1928 he was appointed urban development
researcher for the city of Amsterdam. From
1929 together with architect-urban developer
Van Eesteren he worked on the preparation
of the ‘Algemeen Uitbreidings Plan’ (AUP)
(General Expansion Plan). When CIAM placed
the city on the agenda for its Fourth Con-
gress in 1933, Van Eesteren was able to offer
the study groups from the different countries
a method of comparative urban analysis
based on the survey of the AUP. Three survey
maps of Amsterdam were given as an exam-
ple to the country groups: map 1, scale
1:10,000, showed data about living, working
and recreation; map 2, also scale 1:10,000,
showed data about traffic; and map 3, scale
1:50,000 depicted the urban sphere of influ-
ence and gave a summary of the data of all
four categories. At least three maps were
made for the congress according to an
agreed-upon legend of 33 cities, including
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and
Utrecht.9 In 1935 the results of the CIAM
study were exhibited in the Netherlands in
Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum.
The method was directed towards visual-
izing abstract data with regard to urban land
use. In that respect it was closely related to
the method of picture diagrams which Otto
Neurath had developed with the help of the
graphic artist Gert Arntz for the Gesell-
schafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum (Social and
Economic Museum) in Vienna.10 The method
was an attempt to involve Neurath in the
preparation of the Fourth CIAM Congress
where Neurath gave a lecture on the use of
picture diagrams at the meeting in Athens:
‘L’urbanisme et le lotissement du sol en
représentation optique d’après la méthode
viennoise’. Neurath was given an important
role as non-architect for drawing up the con-
ference report, which sadly did not amount
to much.11
Despite Neurath’s criticism on the sym-
bols the CIAM used and the way in which
statistical data was represented with the help
of maps, a new dimension was added to the
Viennese method by using exact maps: the
graphical method developed from a powerful
pedagogical instrument for the representa-
tion of scientific knowledge to a scientific
instrument as such. By linking the numeric
data of the different urban ‘functions’ directly
to the surface and position of the town, the
maps produced new data about distances,
density, etc. The maps made it possible to
represent the town as a system of functional-
ly related variables.
After World War II Van Lohuizen (1947)
and Van Eesteren (1948) were appointed
extraordinary professors in Delft at the Archi-
tectural Department. By teaching the new
main subject of Urban Development they
devoted themselves to the unity of design
and research, ‘the unity of urban develop-
ment’, such as they had developed during
their work on the AUP. At the same time Ter
Kuile was appointed professor of Architectur-
al History. At first these appointments may
seem to have little in common, but the arrival
of Van Lohuizen, Van Eesteren and Ter Kuile
gave the initial impetus to urban develop-
ment and historical research in Delft.12
At that time Ter Kuile was participating in
the compilation of an ambitious overview of
Dutch architectural and urban development
history. In 1948 the first volume of Duizend
jaar bouwen in Nederland (A thousand years
of building in the Netherlands) was published,
and the second volume was published in
1957. This work was not a great success, but
for the development of urban research in
Delft, the contributions of the town historian
Fockema Andreae should be mentioned here
explicitly. In the introduction of the second
volume of Duizend jaar bouwen in Nederland,
Fockema Andreae refers to the enormous
wealth of Dutch maps. He considers this
source material of exceptional importance
for the research on the city’s history.
Fockema Andreae also refers to the
importance of ‘historical reconstructive maps’
and mentions the initiative of the Internation-
al Historical Congress in making historical
town atlases, which could serve as a basis
for comparative urban research.13 In the first
volume of Duizend jaar bouwen in Nederland
Fockema Andreae had already made clear
which specific approach he had in mind for a
Dutch contribution to this project. In this vol-
ume he proposed the theory that the condi-
tion of the subsoil in the province of Holland
has constantly been a decisive factor for the
shape and articulation of the cities in the
Randstad. The extraordinary condition of the
subsoil requires well-considered choices at
every stage of the development of the cities
in the Randstad.
According to Fockema Andreae, the com-
mon distinction in foreign urban development
literature between ‘grown’ and ‘founded’
towns does not apply to the ‘Dutch water
city’: ‘In a country where buildings of any sig-
nificance can only be built on specially pre-
pared building land, random growth is not
really possible.’ ‘This is not only true for the
time when the town was closed off from the
countryside by m o a t s, walls or ramparts and
g a te s, and when building outside these town
boundaries was discouraged, also after the
disappearance of these external characteris-
tics, the natural condition of the building land
still had the same influence, even with the
possibilities of modern technology. This is the
reason that even today the cities in the
province of Holland still stand out sharply
against their surroundings, so that it is com-
mon to arrive suddenly from a polder land-
scape into a city.’ 14
From this point of view the importance of
what was earlier referred to as the ‘technical
survey’, the assessment of the physical con-
dition of the plan area, becomes much
broader. The developments that present
themselves as necessary from the socio-eco-
nomical survey are confronted with the mate-
rial limitations and the social and cultural
inertia of the existing town landscape. It is
only due to this confrontation that the forms
of urban development are understandable
and planning is possible. In England this
deepening of the technical survey had
already been developed in the 1950s in a
systematic way by the geographer M.R.G.
Conzen, educated in Berlin.
The morphological research by Conzen
defines the dynamic relations between
ground plan, development, and use. With this
Conzen stripped the common notion of
‘townscape’ from its merely scenographic sig-
nificance, as well as the global typology of
towns, which was used in socio-economical
research of urbanization processes, and
replaced them by an accurate set of instru-
ments that provide insight into the urban
transformations. Conzen’s work is ‘the geo-
graphical counterpart’ of the Italian urban
research that was developed by architects at
that time. For our research of the urbaniza-
tion of the area of the Randstad from 1850
the systematic set-up of Conzen’s latest
studies is particularly important: ‘Zur Mor-
phology der Englische Stadt im Indus-
triezeitalter’ (About the morphology of the
English city in the industrial age).15
Historical town atlases
‘The familiar is that which we are used to,
and what we are used to is the most difficult
to ‘know’, which means that to see as a prob-
lem, as strange, as far, as ‘outside ourselves’...
Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 1882
The hidden logic of urban development in the
low-lying part of the Netherlands that Focke-
ma Andreae pointed out entails that for the
analysis of the cities in the Randstad much
importance is given to the research of the
pre-urban landscape. Furthermore, the pre-
urban landscape in the province of Holland is
not simply a natural fact, but an artefact in
itself. It is the product of the reclamations of
the river delta. The special cultural signifi-
cance of this can best be understood when
seen through somebody else’s eyes. One of
the oldest descriptions of the Dutch coastal
area comes from Plinius: 
‘Twice a day the ocean comes in with huge
masses of water over an immeasurable dis-
tance and covers the land that is in an eter-
nal contest with nature and it is not clear if it
belongs to the mainland or to the sea. The
poor people there live on high mounds.’16
Since the 9th century this landscape has
been reclaimed and five centuries later
numerous cities have developed here. The
combination of the polder landscape and the
dense network of cities have since made a
completely different impression. This ‘con-
tested area’ between land and water had
been changed into something legendary. In
1760 a visitor from Geneva wrote that ‘in the
province of Holland everything is artificial,
even the countryside and nature.’ Some
years later a traveller from Spain even noted
that ‘it is fantastic and poetic rather than
real.’17
In Delft, J.C. Visser took the first step
towards the development of historical cartog-
raphy in his dissertation on Schoonhoven.
Visser’s study starts from the ‘Cadastral
Minute Plans’ from the beginning of the 19th
century. In the Netherlands these are the first
‘large-scale’ maps that represent the essen-
tial elements of the town layout in a recog-
nizable and measurable way. On the basis of
these maps (scale 1:2,500) and the maps by
Van Deventer of around 1560, Visser recon-
structed the different stages in the develop-
ment of Schoonhoven. The ‘Topografische en
militaire kaart van het Koninkrijk der Neder-
landen’ (‘Topographical and military map of
the Kingdom of the Netherlands’) (scale
1:50,000, surveyed around 1850) was used
as a third source for the reconstruction of the
surrounding, pre-urban landscape. Data from
a broad range of written sources were locat-
ed and verified by means of these carto-
graphical sources.18 Subsequently, this
method was the basis for the Historische ste-
denatlas (Historical towns atlas).
The Historische stedenatlas is a project of
the International Commission for the History
of Towns that was established at the end of
the 1950s by the International Historical Con-
gress. J.F. Niermeyer and S.J. Fockema
Andreae were members of the commission
for the Netherlands.19 Initially, 20 Dutch cities
were selected, of which Utrecht, Amsterdam,
Haarlem, Leiden, The Hague, Delft, Rotter-
dam, Dordrecht and Gouda are also impor-
tant historical centres in the area of the pres-
ent Randstad. Only after 1980 did seven new
editions appeared, of which only one con-
cerns a city located in our area of research:
Haarlem. The documentation method used
for the Historische stedenatlas is, however,
still exemplary. For each town the atlas pro-
vides about ten maps, which together form a
good basis for research on early urban devel-
opment.20
Two kinds of maps hold the key to any
research on the history of a Dutch town. The
first ones are the town maps by Jacob van
Deventer of around 1560, made by order of
King Philip II; 225 have been preserved.
These maps (scales varying from 1:7,500 to
1:8,500) are less detailed than the Cadastral
Minute Plans, but accurately surveyed. They
are therefore invaluable as a source for the
degree of urbanization at the end of the Mid-
dle Ages, just before the second urbanization
wave in the 17th century.21 The second kind of
map is a specially made reconstruction of
the town plan at the beginning of the 19th
century on a scale of 1:2,500 (based on the
Cadastral Minute Plans), where previous
developments are projected. These maps
document the degree of urbanization just
before the most recent urbanization move-
ment, which is characterized by large urban
expansions and radical changes in the histor-
ical centres.
The maps are accompanied by a brief
history of the formation and development of
the town in question and a description of a)
public buildings, b) fortifications and mills, c)
religious institutes (monasteries) d) churches
and chapels, and e) charitable institutions.
The maps provide a perfect documentation
of ‘the architecture of the town’, as described
by the Italian architect Aldo Rossi in his book
of the same name. The primary elements, the
topography and the monuments (public
works), as well as the residential areas have
been sketched in and are readable at a
glance.22
The range of the Historische stedenatlas
is however limited to the time of the pre-
industrial towns. In the 1980s three studies
were published, which tried to transcend this
limitation each in its own way: Binnensteden
veranderen (Innercities change) by Rutger
Smook (1984), Amsterdam als stedelijk
bouwwerk (Amsterdam as an urban struc-
ture) by Casper van der Hoeven and Jos
Louwe (1985) and Rotterdam. Verstedelijkt
landschap (Rotterdam. Urbanized landscape)
by Frits Palmboom (1987).23 Binnensteden
veranderen is an ‘atlas of the spatial change
process of Dutch inner cities in the last cen-
tury and a half’. Whereas the Historische ste-
denatlas finished with the first Cadastral
Minute Plans of around 1820, Smook used
these maps as a starting point for the
describing of the physical changes that have
taken place since then. His atlas contains
maps and descriptions of 36 Dutch towns, 11
of which are located in our area of research.
Binnensteden veranderen is motivated by
the ambition to preserve the historical urban
structures.24 The other studies grow out of
different interests. These are studies that
map and try to define the morphological dis-
continuities in the town plan as we know it
today. Amsterdam als stedelijk bouwwerk
shows a remarkable continuity in the devel-
opment of the urban fabric up until 1850.
Even the first urban expansions at the end of
the 19th century do not result in large
changes in allotment and housing typology.
However, the main structure is no longer
determined by canals, but by streets. This
new type of urban fabric was codified after
the Housing Act of 1901 in the ‘architectonic
model’ of the Berlage’s town planning. The
General Expansion Plan (AUP) by Van
Eesteren and Van Lohuizen (1936) broke with
Berlage’s urban architecture of closed build-
ing blocks and provided the model for the
urban expansions after the World War II. The
‘open town planning’ of Van Eesteren is actu-
ally not less architectonic than Berlage’s
model. It was not until the end of the 1960s
that the explicit relationship between the dif-
ferent movements in town planning and
schools of architecture came to an end.25
Since then urban development has become a
toy of planning targets and marketing strate-
gies.
The book Rotterdam. Verstedelijkt land-
schap focuses on infrastructure on a regional
scale, and also shows a strong continuity in
the form of urbanization. This continuity,
based on a close connection between urban
allotment and pre-urban reclamation, was
severed by the advent of new traffic systems.
The radical shift from transport across water
to transport across land by railways and
motorways had an impact on the entire
urban structure, even in the oldest districts.
The town walls were demolished, some canal
sections were filled in and paved and break-
throughs were made in the construction of
large arterial roads. The historical inner cities
were then incorporated into the new traffic
system. Smook’s study shows that the histori-
cal centres in most Dutch towns have gone
through a complete reorientation, as a result
of the connection to the railway network and
later on, to the motorway network.
Amsterdam als stedelijk bouwwerk and
Rotterdam. Verstedelijkt landschap, as well as
the different volumes of the Historische ste-
denatlas, focus on a specific town. An impor-
tant goal of the urban studies of CIAM and
the Historische stedenatlassen was to lay the
foundation for comparative urban analysis.
Such analysis requires maps made according
to standard procedures.26 The selection of
towns is equally important. In our research
we deal with a group of towns, which today
form an important conglomerate. Moreover,
these towns share many morphological char-
acteristics, which will be further defined in
the research. The towns in this group have
significant differences as well, not only with
regard to their total size, but also with regard
to the size of the districts originating from
the different stages of urban growth.
A better insight into these differences is
only possible if the development of the indi-
vidual towns is seen as part of one and the
same urbanization process. With this in mind
a special section was set up by Rudolf
Steiger, Wilhelm Hess and Georg Schmidt,
called ‘Versuch einer grafischen Darstellung
der historischen Entwicklung des Siedlungs-
und Städtebaus’ at the Functional Town exhi-
bition in Amsterdam in 1935, where the
research of CIAM IV was presented. However,
this representation of the global urbanization
process was very schematic. No attempt was
made to link the studies of the different
towns with the global overview and this part
of the exhibition was cancelled at the
demand of Walter Gropius.27
Excellent research in the area of econom-
ic history and historical geography has been
carried out since. The work of Braudel of the
French Annales group and the related work
of De Vries and Van der Woude have uncov-
ered new ground for the study of the urban-
ization of the Netherlands.28 An important
tool in the study is the map that Visser made
for the second edition of the Atlas van Ned-
erland (Atlas of the Netherlands) in 1984. For
this Visser used the working method of the
socio-economic survey in order to map the
period in which no population figures were
known. In recent studies Visser thankfully
uses the data collected.29 (Visser’s map is
shown here as map 001.) 
Network of towns 
‘I found it very difficult, and still do, to recog-
nize the fact that how things are called is
much more important than what they are. [...]
It suffices to create new names and valua-
tions and probabilities in order to create new
‘things’ in the long run.’
Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘The Gay Science’, 1882
With six million inhabitants the Randstad is
currently the most densely populated region
in the Netherlands. About 40% of the Dutch
population is concentrated in this area. The
total area of the Randstad can be compared
with such urban conglomerates as London,
Paris and Milan. The difference is that the
Randstad is not centred on one dominant
city. The four largest cities in the Randstad,
Amsterdam (727,053 inhabitants), The Hague
(440,743 inhabitants), Rotterdam (592,665
inhabitants) and Utrecht (232,718 inhabi-
tants), are relatively small. In terms of gover-
nance the Randstad is a colourful array of
approximately 35 cities, scattered across
three provinces and eight to ten water
boards. In contrast with classic metropolises
such as London, Paris or Milan, the Randstad
is a cluster of towns, a network of cities and
towns, of which about 25 developed from
historical centres.
The operational significance of the Rand-
stad lies in the field of national spatial plan-
ning. The name ‘Randstad’ is in fact a recent
invention, intended to put the provinces of
Holland and Utrecht on the map as a
metropolis. In 1750 Amsterdam still took
fourth place in the ranking of large European
cities, after London, Paris and Naples. In
1850 the capital of the Netherlands had
dropped to 16th place, and eventually ended
up in 25th place in 1950. The Randstad would
have made 7th place in the ranking of 1950.
The Netherlands would have suddenly count-
ed again, an important factor when it comes
to attracting international companies and
institutions. At that time the Randstad did not
have an internationally recognized name.
That did not come until the 1960s.
The story goes that Albert Plesman, the
founder of KLM, introduced the name ‘Rand-
stad’. It is said that around 1930, flying over
the province of Holland, Plesman was the
first person to recognize the potential quali-
ties of the urban landscape in the province of
Holland. What he saw was ‘a circle of large
and medium-sized towns, interconnected by
a highly advanced infrastructure and clus-
tered around a central open space, which
consisted mainly of agricultural land, unspoilt
nature and areas for recreational activities’.31
Arnold van der Valk expressed the suspicion
that Plesman did not come up with this idea
out of thin air, but rather from seeing the ear-
lier-mentioned maps of Van Lohuizen of the
Urban sphere of influence Holland-Utrecht.
After the International Urban Development
Congress in Amsterdam these have been on
display on different occasions.32
If the latter story of the origin of the
Randstad is true, then it is a convincing con-
firmation of the fact that maps are not only a
tool for urban development work, but also
serve in particular as an imaginative tool. In
the words of De Casseres urban develop-
ment is as much bound ‘by the conception of
the earth’s surface as by the surface of the
earth itself’.33 Nevertheless, the maps of Van
Lohuizen were above all meant to point out
the dangers of an unbridled urbanization.
They supported regional planning, which
would have to steer urbanization in the right
direction and prevent the negative conse-
quences of metropolization.
The name ‘Randstad’, which Plesman
associated with the view from the aeroplane
or with the maps of Van Lohuizen, brings the
positive side of the urbanization process to
the fore, like the possibility of establishing a
prominent airport. It is the name which made
the image of a metropolis conceivable. It
might therefore be more thanks to Plesman
than Van Lohuizen that the Randstad was
proclaimed to be an alternative model for
metropolization in the 1960s.
In 1966 in The World Cities the English
geographer Peter Hall praised the advan-
tages of the polycentric structure of the
Randstad metropolis in relation to the tradi-
tional, monocentric world cities: ‘At this
moment, it seems almost certain that the
Dutch solution offers the right model for
most of the still-growing world cities.’34 In
spite of the spatial planning policy that until
quite recently frustrated the realization of an
actual Randstad metropolis, the virtual reality
of the Randstad has considerably con-
tributed to the fact that Randstad Holland is
currently put on an equal footing with other
prominent urban regions in Europe.
Since then it has been common practice
to associate the special characteristics of the
Randstad with the structure of the earlier
pattern of urbanization. In 1525 the province
of Holland was already the most highly
urbanized part of the Netherlands. Some
44% of the population lived in towns, even
though the towns were quite small. Between
1400 and 1550 the towns took on the familiar
shape from the maps of the geographer
Jacob van Deventer. When we look at the
distribution of the towns at the time, we see
clearly that the foundation for the develop-
ment of the Randstad was laid during that
period. In 1560 the area now called the
Randstad encompassed all the towns of the
province of Holland and two-thirds of the
towns with more than 10,000 inhabitants in
the Netherlands. Just as today the urban
population was spread over many larger and
smaller towns, none of which had a dominant
position.
De Vries and Van der Woude have point-
ed out, however, that this situation was only
typical for the first half of the 16th century:
‘The remarkable thing about the area of the
future Republic is that around 1525 it could
not yet be called a centre of international
economic activity.’35 Antwerp was the centre
of international trade during this period.
Henry Pirenne hit the nail on the head with
his remark that when Antwerp was the centre
of European trade, the Netherlands became
‘the suburb of Antwerp’.36 A hundred years
later the situation had changed fundamental-
ly. The centre of world trade had now shifted
to Amsterdam. In 1675 the degree of urban-
ization had increased to 61% and the net-
work of towns in the Randstad shows a dis-
tinct hierarchy with Amsterdam at the top,
the metropolis of the 17th century.
With this fact in mind the polycentric
structure of the Randstad, praised by so
many authors, must be reconsidered. To
understand the historical development of the
Randstad conglomerate it is essential to con-
ceive it as a network of larger and smaller
towns, a fact requiring some explanation.
Just as ‘structure’ became a fashionable
word in the 1960s and 1970s, so now does
‘network’ appear increasingly since the
1990s. Networks are everywhere and this
word has even become accepted as a verb.
Here, the notion of a ‘network of towns’ has a
strict meaning. In recent literature about
urbanization processes ‘network’ is used to
indicate a group of towns with mutual rela-
tionships as opposed to the ‘system of cen-
tral places’. This is a theoretical model that
was developed by the German geographer
W. Christaller in the 1930s to explain the dis-
tribution of towns.37
At the centre of the ‘system of central
places’ is the role a town plays as centre of
amenities, as market place, administrative
centre, etc., for a more or less extensive sur-
rounding area. The towns have different lev-
els of amenities, resulting in a hierarchical
system of towns with at the top a large town
which functions as the central place for the
central places at lower levels. Such a system
of towns, together with its service areas,
forms a region. Christaller believes that if one
dismisses the geographical differences and
differences in population density, all systems
of towns will display the same structural
characteristics, that is, the same regular, geo-
metrical, urban pattern of distribution and a
hierarchy of towns that can be expressed in
all cases in fixed proportions of their respec-
tive sizes.
According to Christaller, the systems of
towns show mutual differences due to specif-
ic geographical circumstances: they disrupt
the regular distribution pattern and the popu-
lation density of the region in question, which
in turn determines the actual number and the
size of the towns and the distances between
them. Despite this fact, further research
revealed remarkable variances, even in the
system of towns of Southern Germany on
which Christaller had based his theory. The
present research explains these variances
from the point of view of interregional trade
and has introduced the term ‘network sys-
tem’, indicating a system of towns not bound
to a territory.38 By nature, networks of towns
are unstable: trade routes are redirected and
dominant economic centres, the metropolis-
es, change.39
One could argue about which of the two
systems deserves primacy in the process of
the birth of a town. Hoppenbrouwers notes
that ‘it is extremely difficult to verify what
exactly gave the decisive impetus to the
eventual urbanization of the province of Hol-
land, and when this happened. There is indis-
putably a relation with the peat reclamations
and the ensuing structural changes in agri-
culture, which in the long run discharged
more labour than it attracted.’40 Here, Hop-
penbrouwers refers to the subsidence of the
peat reclamations, which in due course made
agriculture impossible and forced people to
switch to cattle farming. As a result of this
change the province of Holland became
dependent on the imported grain and the
development of a production and export net-
work for it. In regard to the further develop-
ment of the towns in the area of the current
Randstad it was essential that during succes-
sive periods these towns belonged to net-
work systems that extended far outside the
area: so much so, that the system of towns
itself in the province of Holland should be
considered a network in which mutual rela-
tionships between the towns are not fixed.
Changes in the long-distance trade and relo-
cation of the trade routes through the area
have brought about changes in the system of
towns several times. This does not change
the fact that the cities in the area of the cur-
rent Randstad have also functioned as cen-
tral places and are still fulfilling that role.
However, this explains the distribution pattern
of the towns no more than it does their size,
as the urbanization of the area of the Rand-
stad has to be looked at from a broader per-
spective.41
De Vries and Van der Woude distinguish
four large urbanization movements in the
second millennium with regard to the areas
along the North Sea coast. During the first
movement the most highly urbanized area
was situated in Flanders and Brabant
(Bruges, Ghent, and subsequently Antwerp,
14th-16th century). As for the second move-
ment, the centre shifted to the north, to Hol-
land (Amsterdam, 17th century). Then, during
the third movement, the centre shifted to
England (London, 18th and 19th century). The
centre of the fourth and up till now the last
urbanization movement from 1870 could be
found in Germany (the Rhine-Ruhr area).42
The formation and development of the towns
in the Randstad has taken place within the
scope of these four urbanization movements.
The urbanization of the area of the cur-
rent Randstad has not been a steady
process. The hierarchy of the nine most
important cities in the area of the Randstad,
which can be established based on the num-
ber of inhabitants, has changed quite a few
times during the five centuries between 1300
and 1800 (see: table 007). The hierarchy in
1400 corresponds with what De Vries and
Van der Woude called the first urbanization
movement. The towns in the province of Hol-
land and Utrecht were located within the
periphery of Flanders. The favourable loca-
tion between four economic centres formed
the basis for the first flourishing of the towns
in the province of Holland. Many new towns
emerged, including the polder towns of Rot-
terdam, Gouda and Amsterdam, whilst exist-
ing towns expanded. Two shipping routes
were important, namely the east-west line,
between London and Cologne, and particu-
larly the north-south line between the
Hanseatic towns and Flanders. At that time
Utrecht was the largest town, followed by the
towns in the province of Holland, which did
not differ much in size.
In the hierarchy of 1670, which corre-
sponds to the second urbanization move-
ment, the hierarchy of 1400 is completely
reversed. Amsterdam was now the centre of
world trade and at the top of a network of
towns in which hierarchy and specialization
had emerged. Besides Amsterdam, Rotter-
dam became a major trade centre, and Lei-
den and Haarlem were the most prominent
industrial towns. The coherence of the net-
work of towns was secured by the expansion
of a system of inland waterways and regular
barge services. During the 17th century Ams-
terdam, Leiden and Rotterdam underwent
several expansions. The expansion plans for
Haarlem and Utrecht that were drafted at the
end of the 17th century came too late. Delft
and Gouda did not expand during this time.
Their more modest growth was accommodat-
ed within the medieval town walls.
Towards an anatomy of the Randstad
‘If people had not built churches, architecture
would still be in its infancy. The tasks that
man set himself based on incorrect assump-
tions (for instance, that the soul can dissoci-
ate itself from the body), have given rise to
the highest forms of culture. The ‘truth’ is
incapable of providing such motives.’
Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Posthumous fragments’,
1876-1877.
In the urbanization process of the area of the
Randstad it is impossible to pinpoint an exact
moment between the first and the second
urbanization movement where transition of
the order of the first system of towns into the
order of the second period took place. If we
then look at the development of the current
system of the Randstad, we see that at the
beginning there is a clear cut-off point, which
is the result of the third urbanization move-
ment. The hierarchy of the nine towns in the
area of the Randstad showed a complete
reshuffle in 1795. The third urbanization
movement was a period of economic stagna-
tion for the Netherlands. Many towns in the
province of Holland went through a period of
serious depopulation, with the lowest point at
the beginning of the 19th century.
Although Amsterdam held its ground in
terms of population, the economic structure
of the urban network lost its coherence.
Wagenaar and Engelsdorp Gastelaars have
pointed out that ‘the decline of small towns
such as Gouda, Delft, Leiden, Haarlem and
Enkhuizen, which saw the collapse of their
export-based manufacturing, was concurrent
with the increasing dominance of Amsterdam
in the area of trade and particularly financial
services’.43 The de-urbanization of Holland
brought with it a contraction of the economic
activity in the centre, making Amsterdam,
with its population of 221,000, more domi-
nant at the end of the 18th century than dur-
ing its most flourishing period. Rotterdam fol-
lowed in second place with less than a
quarter of the inhabitants of Amsterdam (see
table 006).
Around 1800 all that was left of the urban
network in the province of Holland was the
system of waterways that remained the only
traffic system till late in the 19th century. As
for military and defence, the region of the
future Randstad remained intact from the
17th century as a territorial entity. The Holland
Water Line (the strip of land on the eastern
edge of Holland that could be flooded as a
defence measure) formed the cornerstone of
the ‘Fortification Holland’. Although by nature
invisible, the Water Line was seen as a reli-
able borderline until the German bombers
simply flew over it in 1940 on their way to
Rotterdam.44 The idea of the ‘Randstad’ came
at the right time to replace the obsolete con-
cept of the ‘Fortification’.
This brings us to the fourth urbanization
movement, the actual subject of the study of
‘Mapping Randstad Holland’. At first it seems
that during the fourth urbanization movement
no more important changes took place in the
hierarchy of 1795 which was established dur-
ing the period of stagnation after the second
peak of urbanization (see table III). The struc-
ture of the urban network in the province of
Holland appears to be stable and to be grow-
ing only in a quantitative sense. When look-
ing at the exact population figures it is clear
that the monocentric urban network of the
18th century was disappearing fast (see table
008).
There are two main changes. First of all
there was a reshuffling of the towns in the
lower region of the hierarchy. However, that
does not mean very much. More important is
the fact that, besides the five towns with a
population of between 60,000 and 150,000,
another 15 towns of similar sizes emerged in
the area of the Randstad (with an average of
90,000 inhabitants) . In addition, 20 towns
appeared with a population of between
30,000 and 60,000 (average 40,000 inhabi-
tants). Today almost half of the population of
the Randstad, 2.6 million inhabitants live in
these 40 smaller towns. The other half live in
the four large cities of Amsterdam, Rotter-
dam, The Hague and Utrecht. Here, at the top
of the hierarchy, the second large change,
compared to the beginning of the 19th centu-
ry, took place.
Amsterdam lost its dominant position.
Amsterdam and Rotterdam are now almost
equal in size and the difference in population
of The Hague and Utrecht compared to those
of these two cities has become much small-
er. In short, the urban network in the
province of Holland has become polycentric.
The advocates for the Randstad model see
this as an original configuration of a new kind
of metropolis. The polycentrism of the urban
network in the province of Holland could,
however, just as well imply that Holland in
our time, to paraphrase Pirenne, functions
again as a suburb, not of Bruges or Antwerp,
as in the 14th and 15th century, but of the
economically powerful Rhine-Ruhr area.
Just as in the 16th century this situation
could form the start of metropolitan develop-
ments in the near future.45 It is however
doubtful that the large urban expansions,
which have taken place since the 1970s point
in that direction. These urban expansions
have little to do anymore with an increased
number of inhabitants. At the end of the
1960s the prognosis that in the year 2000 the
population of the Netherlands would have
risen to 20 million inhabitants had to be
adjusted. The most recent estimation is a
population of 17 million people in 2035 and a
shrinkage that will set in from that moment.
The urban expansions after 1970 are largely
the result of a drop in the average housing
occupation.
The built-up surface of the nine towns
examined (the sum of the ‘built-up centres’)
has become 22 times larger than it was 150
years ago. This increase is almost to the
same extent determined by the population
growth as well as by extensivation — thinning-
out — of urban land use (see table 009). The
combined number of inhabitants of these
towns in 2000 is almost equal to that in 1940.
For this group of towns it is therefore easy to
see what the contribution of the extensiva-
tion of land use is with regard to the expan-
sion of urban territory.
The extensivation of land use is a phe-
nomenon that is difficult to fathom. Detailed
research of individual towns will hopefully
lead to a better understanding. In any case,
three factors are important here: the devel-
opment of specialized working areas, larger
housing lots and the decrease in the average
housing occupancy. The first two factors are
not new and they are not the products of
modern functionalism in urban development.
De Pater mentions ‘unmixing, scattering and
thinning’ processes which have played a part
during every period of urban development.46
The decrease in the average housing occu-
pation to the extent we know today is, how-
ever, a new phenomenon.
For the Netherlands as a whole half of the
expansion of the housing stock during the
period of 1850 till 2000 served to absorb the
population growth. The other half came about
through the decrease in average housing
occupancy. If this decrease had not taken
place, the entire expansion of the housing
stock during the period of 1970-2000 would
have been unnecessary. This expansion
amounts to 43% of the housing stock in
2000.
The decrease in the average housing
occupancy did not set in until after 1910.
Until that year there was even an increase of
4.5% in 1850 to 4.9% in 1910. During the
period of 1910 till 1940, it dropped to 4.2%.
This was partly cancelled out during the war
year. The trend continued after the war. In
1970 the average housing occupation had
dropped to 3.4%.47 In the meantime, the
decrease in housing occupation had become
a familiar phenomenon. A reduction in hous-
ing shortage and the diminishing of family
size are direct causes.48
During the period after 1970 it would
appear that a remarkable phenomenon takes
place. The population growth starts to drop
while at the same time the decrease in the
average housing occupancy persists. In fact,
both factors go hand in hand: smaller families
lead to a reduction of population growth as
well as to a decrease in housing occupancy.
What is easily overlooked, however, is that
the effect of the decrease in average housing
occupancy is related to the total housing
stock. The capacity of the existing housing
stock diminishes; and as this stock becomes
larger, the demand for more houses will
increase. The large increase in housing stock
after 1970 is a masterly final chord to the
population growth, which started at the
beginning of the 19th century and is only now
coming to an end.
During the period 1970-2000, 70% of the
expansion of the housing stock resulted from
the decrease in housing occupancy, and only
30% due to the population growth (see dia-
gram 011). At the same time, the number of
inhabitants per hectare in the already-exist-
ing urban areas dropped by 30%, undermin-
ing the basis of amenities such as schools
and shops. If after the period of reconstruc-
tion and economic prosperity there is talk of
an urban crisis in the 1970s, then these are
some of its aspects.49
These crisis symptoms are clearly visible
in the group of nine cities, which we shall
study in more detail. Of these towns the four
smaller cities, Dordrecht, Leiden, Delft and
Gouda, are the ones that were still growing
during the period 1970-2000. The number of
inhabitants of the five larger cities, Amster-
dam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht and
Haarlem has decreased in that same period.
To use words like ‘exodus’ or ‘flight from the
city’ seems inappropriate. Dissatisfaction with
the town as a living environment could have
played a role, but there was no question of
vacancy. On the contrary, there were and still
are long lists of house seekers. It simply
seems that the housing stock capacity of
these towns was reduced, so that they no
longer had enough ground available to
expand the built-up area. In many cases the
only hope was offered by industrial and har-
bour areas falling vacant, which could be
used for building houses.
It is clear that the implications of the con-
secutive stages of urbanization cannot be
read in the way that one would read a map.
The maps presented here show the succes-
sive expansions of the built-up area of the
towns and the different infrastructures that
have been added. The nature of the develop-
ment in the different urban expansions and
the interventions in town districts built earlier
can only be made visible by means of analy-
ses of the individual towns. Nobody can
ignore the fact that the production of Dutch
towns since the Housing Act of 1901 has
been led on all levels by design activities,
and therefore by architectonic and urban
development representations of the towns
that one wanted to create as well as of the
towns one wanted to prevent.
However tempting it may be, we shall not
hazard any predictions. We intend to map
accurately the blueprint of the urbanization
movements in the individual towns within the
province of Holland. That way we hope to get
a better understanding of life in these settle-
ments and the urban landscape they form.
With Otto Neurath we think that a visual rep-
resentation is a powerful tool for transferring
scientific knowledge. We also appreciate,
together with many others who are active in
this field, the earlier maps and drawings as
important sources of material. For these rea-
sons, we feel that an ‘Atlas of the Randstad
Holland’ is the best way to present our
research.
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A landscape of towns: on the gene-
sis of Dutch towns and their street
plans in the eleventh to fifteenth
centuries
Reinout Rutte
In the period between the eleventh and the
fifteenth centuries, several thousand towns of
all kinds and sizes were established in
Europe.1 In the Netherlands, too, many new
towns and cities appeared. The majority of
the cities we know today date from that era.
As elsewhere in Europe, the diversity in the
Netherlands was considerable. Unfortunately,
it is quite difficult to obtain a clear picture of
town formation in the Netherlands between
roughly 1100 and 1400, let alone one of town
planning in that period.
There has been quite a lot of research on
the history of towns in the Netherlands in
recent decades, but it has seldom been com-
parative or synthetic.2 In particular, much
work has been done in the disciplines of
medieval history, economic history and
archeology. For example, town charters
(stadsrechten in Dutch), city centre research
(by archeologists) and economic and social
developments from the late Middle Ages
onwards have all received ample attention,3
while a considerable number of monographs
on specific towns have been published.4
There is, however, a lack of synoptic pub-
lications. The research is also very unevenly
spread: the towns of Holland — i.e. the west-
ern part of the Netherlands — have received
extensive treatment, but those of other
provinces such as Gelderland much less.
Most large cities have been studied but
many small towns have been virtually
ignored. It is also noticeable that many pub-
lished studies concentrate on the period
after the locality was already established as a
town, rather than when it was being formed.5
Little attention of any kind has been devoted
to the planning of towns — the form and cre-
ation of town plans.6
In this article I will therefore attempt to
give a picture of town formation in the
Netherlands. After providing a brief theoreti-
cal and methodological framework, I will con-
centrate on two aspects. First, I will define a
number of categories of Dutch towns on the
basis of how they were formed; I will refer to
these categories as ‘urban landscapes’. Sec-
ond, I will attempt to explore the differences
and similarities in the street plans that corre-
spond to these groups of towns. The patterns
of distribution of the towns in the landscape,
and their street plans, are thus the basis for
this article. The chief question is this: what do
these patterns and street plans look like, and
why did they develop that way?
Theory and method
In every locality that turned into a town, the
inhabitants, rulers and economic and geo-
graphical circumstances all played a part.
The importance of each of these factors var-
ied from town to town. The shifts and
changes that occurred in the relationship
between these social, political, economic and
geographical factors in the course of time
provide a basis for identifying different phas-
es in the town formation process and for
recognising groupings of towns that can be
designated as urban landscapes.
A model (Fig. 002) may prove helpful in
putting the factors that played a part in town
formation into a context. There were three
essential preconditions for the formation of
towns in the Middle Ages: economic poten-
tial, the presence of a group of enterprising
individuals bent on autonomy, and rulers’
aspirations to organise society in certain
places differently.7
The tripolar nature of this model may be
explained as follows. Economic potential was
in part assured by general economic expan-
sion during the twelfth to fourteenth cen-
turies. However, it was also dependent on the
genius loci, which might consist of the avail-
ability of mineral reserves, busy traffic at the
intersection of a historic road and a water-
way, a flourishing marketplace or an easily
defensible site. The presence of an enterpris-
ing group of individuals can usually be relat-
ed to rapid growth in population, and in par-
ticular to the struggle for emancipation from
feudalism that was manifesting itself through-
out Europe. Efforts by rulers to change the
way a certain locality or area was organised
may be seen as a reflection of the aspira-
tions of emperors, kings, bishops, dukes,
counts and other lords to shape space in a
more deliberate way.
These three preconditions could be satis-
fied in countless different ways and to vary-
ing degrees. An essential premise of this
approach is that any deficiency in the opera-
tion of one of the poles can be largely coun-
terbalanced by increased operation of one or
both of the other two. For instance, it was
possible in certain circumstances for a single
pole to predominate. The shifts and changes
that occurred in the relationship between the
three poles can serve as a basis for identify-
ing different phases in the town formation
process and for formulating different urban
landscapes.
Towns, cities and urban landscapes
Before presenting my overview, I must
explain something more about the terms
‘town’, ‘city’ and ‘urban landscape’. It is very
difficult — perhaps even impossible — to
define what a city or a town is.8 In Dutch
there is only the word stad. In English a city
is normally bigger than a town. But how much
bigger? And what is ‘bigger’? Everyone knows
more or less what is meant by a city or town,
but when we start thinking about an exact
definition we inevitably run into difficulties.
The word most commonly used in research
about urbanisation before the nineteenth
century is ‘town’.
Many different criteria could be suggest-
ed for deciding whether a given settlement
really is a town — for example legal criteria
(the existence of a town charter), morpholog-
ical ones (town walls), economic ones (a
market) or social ones (merchants) . However,
this list immediately raises problems. By no
means all the settlements we regard as
towns are known to have had charters; not
all of them had town walls; and some settle-
ments we regard as villages had markets and
were frequented by merchants who in some
cases even lived there.
Besides, the criteria I have mentioned
chiefly relate to the Middle Ages. If we apply
them to the centuries that followed, we
immediately run into difficulties. The twenti-
eth century is altogether problematic. The
distinction between town and country has
become increasingly blurred over recent cen-
turies. What are we to make of localities that
are described as ‘urbanised rural communi-
ties’ (verstedelijkte plattelandsgemeentes in
Dutch)? In short, even the most flexible defi-
nition of a town or city cannot serve as any-
thing more than a skeleton when it comes to
describing cities in all their diversity and
aspects.
We can safely state, however, that towns
of all shapes and sizes do in fact exist and
that they date from different periods. By
examining these periods we can shed some
more light on the matter. The overview I am
about to present concerns localities that
became towns in the high and late Middle
Ages, and the criteria for according them
town status will be crucial to the distinctions 
I make between the various categories of
towns. My account will show that the status
of a locality as a town or otherwise depends
on a varying combination of factors and fea-
tures.
The concept of ‘urban landscapes’ is just
as difficult to define as that of towns, if not
more so. The Dutch term for ‘urban land-
scape’ is stedenlandschap. This is borrowed
from the German Städtelandschaft, which has
been used in recent German historical
research on towns in the late Middle Ages,
especially the development of coherent
groups of towns.9 What I mean by an urban
landscape is a group of towns that share a
coherent genesis within a similar political,
social and economic context. This refers to
patterns of town distribution that arose in a
specific, and in many cases limited, time and
space. Thus it is possible to distinguish
between a number of urban landscapes in
the Netherlands on the basis of their forma-
tion process, roughly between 1100 and
1400.
In the course of the centuries, a given
urban landscape could be overlapped or
extended by a newly developing landscape,
but for the sake of clarity the different urban
landscapes will where possible be treated as
distinct. The discussion will be confined to
the present-day borders of the Netherlands.
The situation was different in the period of
town formation, but for the purposes of
studying town formation the present frontiers
will serve as a reasonable working basis.
Only in the southern part of the country and
at a few points in the east does this create
difficulties. Where necessary, towns across
the border will also be referred to in such
cases.
Nine urban landscapes and their street
plans10
1. First, there is the urban landscape of the
oldest urban settlements, which for the most
part gradually developed into towns in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries. These are
scattered throughout the country. They were
administrative and commercial centres,
which lay on important international trade
routes. Groningen, Oldenzaal, Deventer and
Utrecht functioned as the seats of govern-
ment and power of the Bishops of Utrecht,
then the main rulers of the lands north of the
major rivers. Stavoren, Medemblik, Tiel, Zalt-
bommel and Nijmegen were primarily trading
centres. The first four of these were already
hubs in an international trade network by the
ninth or tenth century, but had passed their
prime by the twelfth century.11
Maastricht was an important ecclesiasti-
cal centre. Utrecht, Nijmegen and Maastricht
had Roman origins, but it was not until the
eleventh and twelfth centuries that they
achieved significant town status, in several
respects: special rights for merchants and
craftsmen were gradually formulated by the
inhabitants, and the towns emerged as fully-
fledged commercial and administrative cen-
tres, with permanent markets and their own
systems of justice. These advances were
reflected by the construction of concentrated
housing and monumental architecture, espe-
cially churches. In later centuries several of
these towns would grow to become some of
the largest cities in the Netherlands.
These oldest urban settlements were all
situated on major rivers or, in the case of
Groningen, on an important outlet to the
sea.12 If we examine the towns in this group
which later grew to become some of the
largest in the country, we will observe that
they all had more than one ancient centre. In
Deventer, for example, there was a riverside
settlement around St. Lebuin’s church and
another around the Bergkerk (‘Church on the
Hill’), on the eastern edge of the town (Fig.
003a).
In Nijmegen there were the Valkhof (a
castle in the east of the town) and a settle-
ment on the River Waal (Fig. 003b).
Nijmegen, Utrecht and Maastricht all had
early predecessors, for example in the form
of one or more Roman settlements. Deven-
ter’s settlement on the River IJssel dated
from the Carolingian era. In these towns, the
separate centres expanded to form a single
urban fabric, and by the high Middle Ages the
entire area was filled with streets. Not infre-
quently the original centres declined in signif-
icance and new centres developed in
between them. By the late Middle Ages,
rationally planned town extensions were
being built around these polycentric settle-
ments; in Nijmegen this is apparent on the
south-west side of the town. Sometimes the
existing street plan was also remodelled, as
is evident from the regular pattern of parallel
streets in large parts of Deventer.
2. From the latter half of the twelfth century
onwards, the first group of towns was suc-
ceeded by a second one. This new group
consisted of Zutphen, Arnhem, Dordrecht,
Muiden, Kampen and Zwolle. This urban land-
scape resembles the first, in that the forma-
tion of these towns is again related to inter-
national trade flows. Dordrecht, Muiden,
Kampen and Zwolle arose at or near the
mouths of big rivers; Dordrecht on the Maas,
Muiden on the Vecht and the other two on
the IJssel. Zutphen and Arnhem lay at strate-
gic points upstream, on the IJssel and the
Rhine respectively. The transformation of
these settlements into towns was, moreover,
related to the aspirations of the main rulers
north of the major rivers, who by then includ-
ed not only the Bishops of Utrecht but also
the Counts of Holland (who had a hand in
the development of Dordrecht) and the
Counts of Gelre (who concerned themselves
with Zutphen and Arnhem).
These places achieved town status in the
decades around 1200, in a similar way to the
towns in the first urban landscape but rather
more quickly. A difference from the towns in
the first landscape is that those in the sec-
ond one did not have such a long history.
Arnhem, Zutphen and Zwolle all had ancient
centres (dating from before 1000), but these
were not nearly as old as the Roman
antecedents of, say, Nijmegen or Maas-
tricht.13 Kampen and Dordrecht had no previ-
ous history at all. The two towns entered the
picture around 1200 and quickly established
themselves as trading centres. Most towns in
this urban landscape later became some of
the largest cities in the Netherlands.
Like the towns in the previous group, the
towns in the second group were situated on
rivers.14 In Arnhem, Zutphen and Zwolle, the
original centre, with a church, was located on
the Rhine, the IJssel and the Aa respectively.
The towns developed around these ancient
cores in the latter half of the twelfth century.
Unlike in the first group, there was only one
ancient centre. By the end of the thirteenth
century, extensions were becoming increas-
ingly regular in layout. This is apparent, for
example, in the Nieuwstad (‘new town’) on
the north side of Zutphen (Fig. 004a).
Kampen, Muiden and Dordrecht are
notable for the elongated shape of their set-
tlement along the waterways (Fig. 004b). The
churches in both Kampen and Dordrecht are
at one end of the settlement, which in the
course of the thirteenth century expanded
along almost the entire length of the water-
front, as can be seen on the maps by Jacob
van Deventer. There was then further expan-
sion to the landward side (to the extent that
this was possible in the case of the island
town of Dordrecht, the south-east). Muiden’s
growth petered out at an early stage.
3. Thirdly, there are the ports of Flemish Zee-
land: Aardenburg, Oostburg, Hulst, Axel, Mid-
delburg and Zierikzee. These flourished in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries in the wake
of Flemish cities such as Bruges, Ghent and
Ypres. The flourishing economy, rising popu-
lation and increase in commercial activity
that accompanied urbanisation in Flanders
made the development of these towns possi-
ble. The harbours all either communicated
directly with the North Sea or were located
on an island or a sea inlet. Their growth into
towns was thus primarily due to favourable
economic circumstances.
The special rights that the citizens of
these towns had formulated in the course of
time were confirmed at their request in a
written charter drawn up by a ruler (either the
Count of Holland or the Count of Flanders).15
Other factors, including morphological ones,
contributed to the development of these set-
tlements into towns, as in the first urban
landscape. However, most of these towns
later lost their standing; Middelburg was the
only one to continue expanding after the
Middle Ages. Indeed, those located in what is
now Zeeland Flanders went into complete
decline as siltation and land reclamation cut
them off from the coast. 
The ports of Zeeland were typically situat-
ed on a sea inlet.16 The harbours not infre-
quently penetrated deep into the town. This
is well illustrated on the map of Zierikzee by
Jacob van Deventer (Fig. 005a). In most ports
in Flemish Zeeland the harbour has since silt-
ed up, for example in Hulst where it originally
penetrated the north-west side of the town
(Fig. 005b). By the time Van Deventer drew
his map (around 1560), the town no longer
had any real link to the sea. Majestic church-
es were usually erected in the centres of
these towns in the course of the twelfth cen-
tury, replacing more modest predecessors.
Often they adjoined a public square or a
broad street. From the centre, the main
streets radiated in various directions, follow-
ing the pattern of earlier roads and lanes. A
remarkably large amount of undeveloped
land was enclosed within the town walls.
4. A fourth group of towns was established in
the period from just before 1200 to about
1270 as a result of rulers’ town planning and
policies. These towns are located in Brabant,
Gelderland and what were then their border-
lands: Bergen op Zoom, Breda, Geertruiden-
berg, Heusden, ’s-Hertogenbosch, Eindhoven,
Helmond, Roermond, Wageningen, Doesburg,
Doetinchem, Lochem, Harderwijk and Elburg.
To these may be added Geldenaken, Landen
and Nieuw-Genepiën, all in Belgian Brabant,
and Geldern and Goch in Germany. Rulers
played a crucial part in the formation of
these towns, which took place over a short
period. The main rulers involved were the
Dukes of Brabant and the Counts of Gelre
(now known as Gelderland), who had
reached the pinnacle of their power in the
first half of the thirteenth century. The west-
ern part of Brabant was dominated by a
number of lesser rulers such as those of
Heusden and Breda. The Bishops of Utrecht
may also be mentioned in this context,
although they succeeded in their intentions
only in Amersfoort, whereas Ommen, Rijssen,
Goor and Vreeland never really flourished.17
The major rulers successfully used the
creation of towns as an instrument of power
politics to expand and consolidate their
domains. The town charters included excep-
tionally favourable citizens’ rights, which were
intended to attract additional inhabitants. The
morphological layouts of the towns were also
created on the initiative of their rulers. Eco-
nomic potential was a contributory rather
than a decisive factor in the formation of
these towns. Some of them remained small,
while others (especially ’s-Hertogenbosch)
proved to have the potential to grow into
cities of considerable size and influence in
the centuries that followed. 
The towns that arose as a result of major
rulers’ urbanisation policies and town plan-
ning were often situated on waterways that
were potential trade routes — for example,
Doetinchem on the Oude IJssel or Heusden
on the Maas (Figs. 006a and 006b).18 A new
church would be built, or an existing nearby
church would be moved or split up to form a
new one. In some cases, such as ’s-Herto-
genbosch and Harderwijk, the church would
not be built in the town until later. The church
in the centre of Doetinchem was erected at
the beginning of the thirteenth century when
the town was built, on the instigation of
Counts Gerard IV and Otto II of Gelre. Its
predecessor was sited farther west. The
street plan was formed by restructuring the
earlier pattern of roads in situ and then
adding on new streets in a regular pattern.
Heusden was also built at the beginning
of the thirteenth century, on the initiative of
the rulers of Heusden, along a new stretch of
the Maas created by natural shifts in the
river’s course. The old course is still visible to
the south of the town, with the earlier village
of Oud Heusden just beyond it. The church
erected when the town was built was split off
from the church of Oud Heusden. The moats
and walls of these towns — not only of Heus-
den and Doetinchem but also of most of the
others — date from the time of their con-
struction. They generally had a regular pat-
tern of streets. These layouts were usually
the result of either new construction or the
restructuring of an earlier road pattern. Lan-
den and Roermond, as well as Heusden, are
examples of the former, and Geertruidenberg
and Lochem of the latter.
5. The fifth urban landscape also emerged
during the period that last from just before
1200 until the late thirteenth century, but was
largely a consequence of the thriving econo-
my of the northern Netherlands in this period.
This urban landscape consisted of older set-
tlements that gradually developed into towns.
This happened primarily on the initiative of
the inhabitants who, in times of prosperity,
requested their ruler, the Count of Holland, to
confirm their rights in a written charter, as in
Flemish Zeeland. These towns, located in Hol-
land not far inland from the coastal dunes,
were Alkmaar, Haarlem, Leiden, The Hague
and Delft. The settlements developed from
local hubs into regional markets and centres
of industry.19 All of them expanded and even-
tually became some of the largest cities in
the Netherlands.
These towns lay on important inland
waterways: Alkmaar on the Voormeer, Haar-
lem on the Spaarne, Leiden on the Rhine and
Delft on the Delf (Figs. 007a and 007b).20
They were all connected to Holland’s network
of inland waterways. The old village centres
with their churches are clearly recognisable:
on the west side of Alkmaar, around the cen-
tral market square in Haarlem, in the area
around the citadel in Leiden and in the vicini-
ty of the Oude Kerk in Delft.
The pattern of earlier roads and land
reclamation structures is also easily recognis-
able in the street plans, e.g. the roads that
run north-south along what were once
coastal sand ridges in Alkmaar and Haarlem,
or the old field boundaries and ditches pro-
duced by peat extraction which are to be
seen in Leiden and Delft. Another striking
feature is the system of urban canals. The
construction of these canals was necessary
not only for defensive purposes but above all
for drainage. In the late Middle Ages, the
towns expanded on the basis of rational
planning which resulted in a regular street
pattern, for example on the west side of
Haarlem. From its ancient centre on a sandy
elevation, Alkmaar expanded farther and far-
ther eastwards into the adjacent peat lands
and the Voormeer.
6. The sixth urban landscape is again differ-
ent, being closer to the fourth in character. It
is the constellation of late medieval new
towns. Between roughly 1270 and 1400 a
series of new towns appeared, all within a
short period. Rulers — not only the numerous
lesser rulers but also the Bishops of Utrecht
and the Counts of Holland and of Gelre —
built towns that were new in a social as well
as a spatial sense, to serve as centres of
political and economic power in their own
domains or in disputed border country.
The main concentration of these towns
lay in the delta of the major rivers, much of
which formed the border region between the
principalities of Holland, Brabant and Gelre
and the bishopric of Utrecht. From about
1300 the power of the major rulers was wan-
ing, and many lesser rulers took advantage of
this to build towns in their domains in order
to reinforce and emphasise their standing.
Examples to the south of Utrecht include
Nieuwpoort (‘new town’) , Ameide, Montfoort,
IJsselstein, Vianen, Culemborg, Wijk-bij-
Duurstede, Buren, Woudrichem, Heukelum,
Leerdam and Asperen. In the vicinity of
Nijmegen we find Megen, Batenburg, Raven-
stein, Grave and Gennep, and in the southern
part of Central Limburg Nieuwstadt (‘new
town’ again) and Montfort. A few more of
these towns are located in the eastern part
of the Netherlands, namely Bredevoort and
Delden. Finally, the province of Overijssel
contains a number of areas which were
fought over by the Bishops of Utrecht, other
rulers and the farmers of Drenthe and Fries-
land. The towns concerned were Hardenberg,
Steenwijk and Vollenhove.21
All these towns remained small in the
centuries that followed. This is due to the
artificial way they were created, primarily
because certain rulers felt the need to do so.
They were inclined to overlook matters such
as the town’s economic potential or the need
to attract enough new inhabitants.
The new towns of the late medieval peri-
od (fourteenth century) arose in the vicinity
of waterways and roads of varying impor-
tance.22 A considerable number of them lack
an ancient centre, but in most cases there
was originally a castle beside which the new
town developed. The street plans of nearly all
these towns were designed in one go when
the town was established, and were subse-
quently not extended any further. They are all
regular in structure and the street pattern is
often fairly rectilinear, although earlier roads
or land reclamation structures are not infre-
quently recognisable in the street plans. For
example, Buren (which was built by the local
ruler Alard van Buren in approximately 1400)
has an orthogonal street plan whose outline
to some extent follows the course of the
Korne (a local stream) and ditches from the
ancient field structure that served as a basis
for the moat (Fig. 008a).
Vianen, built on the initiative of Zweder
van Vianen and Willem van Duivenvoorde —
two local rulers — in the first half of the four-
teenth century, had a rectilinear street plan
to the west of the main central axis, while the
curving line of an earlier lane is evident to the
east (Fig. 008b). The churches in these new
towns were generally split off from an older
village church in the vicinity. Sometimes an
old village church would be moved to the
new town, as for example in IJsselstein. Not
only the church but also the fortifications
date from the period of town formation. A
small proportion of the new towns arose
alongside an existing settlement which in
some cases already had a church. In Mont-
foort, Heukelum, Leerdam, Asperen and
Batenburg, a new, regular ground plan was
developed as an extension of an older dyke-
top village.
7. Besides the late medieval new towns,
another urban landscape developed in the
period between approximately 1270 and
1400 in the west of the country. This was the
constellation of existing settlements that
turned into towns under the influence of citi-
zens, rulers and economic innovations which
were probably universal, in varying combina-
tions. These were the ports on the islands of
Zeeland, which had outlets to the North Sea,
and ports at the mouths of the major rivers:
Tholen, Sint Maartensdijk, Reimerswaal (now
vanished) , Goes, Veere, Vlissingen, Brouwer-
shaven, Goedereede, Brielle, Schiedam and
Rotterdam.
It can be no coincidence that these new
ports emerged at precisely the time when
most of the older ports in the urban land-
scape of Flemish Zeeland were vanishing.
Indeed, it seems that there was room for
more towns within the configuration that
existed at the end of the thirteenth century.
The urban economy that was coming to pre-
vail in the west of the northern Netherlands
allowed the construction of more and more
towns, and may well have required more and
more harbours (for example to accommodate
the larger ships then coming into use, such
as the kogge or cog). Towns began specialis-
ing in particular sectors of trade and industry.
Moreover, Holland’s rural areas were increas-
ingly delivering their produce to urban mar-
kets. Even so, it is surprising to learn that in
the course of the fourteenth century — a
period usually associated with a stagnating
economy, epidemics of plague and declining
population (although this was less true of
Holland, whose ascendancy began around
this time) — more towns flourished than ever
before.23 This urban landscape also includes
towns in Holland that arose along inland
waterways or on the shores of the Zuider Zee:
Gouda, Woerden, Weesp, Beverwijk, Amster-
dam, Monnickendam, Edam, Hoorn,
Enkhuizen and Medemblik, the last of which
thus underwent something of a revival.
In some of these towns, such as Veere,
Brouwershaven, Schiedam, Gouda and Bev-
erwijk, a lord or lady initially played a signifi-
cant part in the formation of the town. The
importance of economic potential must
always be borne in mind, but is unfortunately
hard to assess. The same is true of mer-
chants, administrators and craftsmen who
could be influential stakeholders in town for-
mation. Several of these towns were in later
centuries to become some of the largest and
most important in the Netherlands, although
in some cases (such as Enkhuizen, Hoorn
and other towns on the Zuider Zee) this was
only temporary. Others, particularly those on
the islands in the south-west, remained rela-
tively small.
The towns in this important seventh
group were all located on major navigable
waterways. Many of those in Holland lay at
the mouth of a river or at the junction of a
smaller river with a major one. In several
cases a dam had been built at this point.24 In
the great majority of cases the harbour lay
within the town. In Holland, the harbour was
directly connected to or formed part of a sys-
tem of urban canals. Edam’s harbour, for
example, runs lengthways through the town,
forming the main artery in the surrounding
system of canals (Fig. 009a). The towns on
the islands lacked urban canals; all they had
were moats around their fortifications, and
most of them a harbour that penetrated the
town.
The pattern of old waterways, roads and
land reclamation structures remains clearly
recognisable in the street plan, especially in
Holland. A regular street plan was generally
built on the basis of those older routes and
structures. The same was true of any later
town extensions. In the Zuider Zee towns the
parish church was not always in the centre,
for in most cases it was the church of an
older village next to which the harbour town
had arisen. In Edam, the church is located at
the northern end of the town. On the other
hand, in most ports on Holland’s inland
waterways the church was more or less in
the centre. In the ‘dam towns’ (damsteden)
which developed from small settlements by
river dams, the church generally dated from
the start of town formation. Most other towns
developed around older settlements (includ-
ing a church) that were strategically situated
on major waterways, examples being Woer-
den and Weesp.
Several of the harbour towns built on the
islands also arose out of existing settlements
with a church which were favourably situated
for the construction of a harbour, such as
Brielle, Reimerswaal and Goes. Others were
based on a new harbour constructed some
distance from an older church village but still
within the parish of that church. Examples
are Veere on the edge of the parish of Zand-
dijk, Brouwershaven in the parish of Brijdorp,
Tholen in Schakerlo and Nieuw-Vlissingen in
Vlissingen. The map by Jacob van Deventer
still shows the village of Oud-Vlissingen (Old
Vlissingen) to the west of the newer town
(Fig. 009b). In all four cases, the once central
but harbourless settlement with its old parish
church was gradually obliterated over the
centuries by the newer harbour town.
At least four groups can thus be identified
within this urban landscape: on the islands
(1) towns that developed from an existing vil-
lage centre with a church, and (2) new har-
bour towns constructed some distance from
older settlements; (3a) towns in Holland
located at a dam on a river, and (3b) similar
towns on the shores of the Zuider Zee; and
(4) other towns located on Holland’s inland
waterways which developed from or along-
side older settlements.
8. The eighth group is in several respects
similar to the previous urban landscape. In
the east of the Netherlands there are ’s-
Heerenberg, Groenlo, Enschede, Ootmarsum,
Almelo, Coevorden, Hasselt and Gene-
muiden. These too were existing settlements
that turned into towns in the late Middle Ages
through a varying combination of influences
(citizens, rulers and economic changes).
However, unlike those in the west, most of
them were not located on navigable water-
ways. Apart from the last three, they were all
located in the Achterhoek and Twente dis-
tricts. Only Hasselt and Genemuiden, in the
delta of the river Vecht, were ports. Some
other towns, located in what is now Limburg,
may also be considered part of this group:
Venlo on the River Maas, Sittard and Valken-
burg.25 All the towns in this group that did not
lie on navigable waterways remained small
and insignificant for centuries. A mere hand-
ful, such as Venlo and Hasselt (both of which
lay on major waterways), rapidly gained in
importance.
The towns in this eighth group were
mostly situated along secondary trade
routes.26 The street plan was generally irregu-
lar in structure, having developed from an
older village plan, around which a moat was
dug at the time of town formation. We can
see this in the street plan of Enschede, for
example, and even more so in that of Groen-
lo (Figs. 10a and 10b). The countryside sur-
rounding the village buildings, including its
lanes, was encompassed within the new
moat, and as a result the village church often
no longer occupied a central position. In
Enschede a complete double circle of canals
was dug around the village. However, the
street plan remains clearly recognisable with-
in it, however, and the church came to lie in
the north of the town. In Groenlo the church
is also on the north side, close to the ram-
parts. Incidentally, the fortifications as indi-
cated on Jacob van Deventer’s map of
Groenlo do not date from the time when the
town was formed (the fourteenth century)
but from somewhat later.
9. Finally there is a ninth, remarkable urban
landscape: the Frisian towns of Dokkum,
Leeuwarden, Franeker, Harlingen, Bolsward,
Workum, Hindeloopen, IJlst and Sneek. Their
rise was to some extent synchronous with
that of the towns on the Zuider Zee men-
tioned earlier (the harbour towns in the west,
such as Enkhuizen, Hoorn and Edam). But
well before this crop of towns sprang up in
the late Middle Ages, Friesland had had a
history of trading settlements whose devel-
opment perhaps corresponded more closely
to that of the first urban landscape. Many
Frisian towns probably developed in the four-
teenth century on the sites of these old trad-
ing settlements.27 The formation of Frisian
towns remains largely obscure. An important
difference from the other urban landscapes is
that in Friesland rulers seem to have played
no part in the development of towns. But
what about the influence of citizens and the
economic situation? How were so many
towns, all lying by the sea or on inland water-
ways in western Friesland, able to flourish in
such proximity?
The siting of Frisian towns was closely
bound up with the system of waterways in
the immediate and wider surroundings.28 This
system also had an influence within the
towns, as is evident in the urban canals in
such places as Bolsward and Harlingen (Figs.
11a and 11b). The street plans of Frisian
towns were not infrequently elongated and
aligned with waterways and land reclamation
structures. The pattern of streets in between
the waterways is generally regular in form.
The church is normally located away from
the centre, and is in many cases an old vil-
lage church. This is also true of Harlingen,
where the parish church was actually located
outside the moat on the south-east side of
the town at the time when Van Deventer
drew his map around 1560.
Conclusion
The formation of towns in the eleventh to fif-
teenth centuries remains a surprising phe-
nomenon. How were so many towns able to
spring up in the space of a few hundred
years? Moreover, it happened not only in the
Netherlands but throughout Western
Europe.29
In the Netherlands I have identified nine
different groups of towns — nine urban land-
scapes — and their typical street plans on the
basis of the way they formed. This broad pic-
ture undoubtedly has room for adjustment
and refinement. Alert readers will no doubt
have noticed that a number of towns have
not been mentioned. This is quite deliberate.
The towns I omitted were borderline cases
that resisted classification.30
I intend to devote a future article to
developments in urban landscapes and town
plans in Holland from the fourteenth to nine-
teenth centuries.31
Notes
The complete titles of the literature men-
tioned in the notes, you can find at the end
of the Dutch version of this article on page
84.
* An amended version of this article
appeared in R. Rutte and H. van Engen
(eds.), Stadswording in de Nederlanden. 
Op zoek naar overzicht. Hilversum 2005.
1. See for example Stoob, ‘Stadtformen’.
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studies. Burke, The Making of Dutch Towns
and Gutkind, Urban Development: The
Netherlands are similarly outdated. The book-
lets by Alberts (Middeleeuwse stad and Ned-
erlandse Hanzesteden) share the same prob-
lem and give a general description of ‘the
medieval town’ rather than an impression of
the formation of towns in the Netherlands.
3. See for example Cappon and Van Engen,
‘Stad door stadsrecht?’; Cordfunke, Hugen-
holtz and Sierksma, Hollandse stad; Van Es,
Poldermans and Sarfatij, Bodemarchief
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raad).
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Rutte and Hoekveld, ‘Stadswording en
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town formation during the Middle Ages I was
assisted and inspired by the following
reviews: Gerlich, Geschichtliche
Landeskunde, pp. 468-488 and Pitz, Europäis-
ches Städtewesen, especially pp. 11-14 and
391-396.
8. Regarding the definition of ‘city’ or ‘town’,
the great urban historian Ennen concludes by
the second page of her study (Ennen,
Europäische Stadt, p. 16) that even the most
elaborate definition of a city or town cannot
be anything more than a skeleton. For read-
ers who nonetheless wish to have something
to go on, the following definition from Van
Uytven, ‘Stadsgeschiedenis’, p. 188, is often
cited: ‘the town is a settlement with cen-
tralised functions, to which it owes its diversi-
fied socioeconomic structure, its relatively
dense population and concentration of build-
ing, its appearance that contrasts with its
surroundings and its distinct mentality’. On
the concept of town and city, see also:
Weber, ‘Die Stadt’; Van Loon, De ontstaans-
geschiedenis; Irsigler, ‘Überlegungen’.
9. See Escher, Haverkamp and Hirschmann,
‘Städtelandschaft’.
10. An important starting point for formulating
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of the towns to 1795’, from Thurkow et al.
Atlas van Nederland: Bewoningsgeschiedenis.
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schap’. It should also be noted that not all
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central to this study. Wherever possible I
have chosen to cite, for each urban land-
scape, literature in which the development of
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well as literature relating to a single town. As
will be clear from the introduction to this arti-
cle, by no means all towns in the Netherlands
have been the subject of such studies. In any
case, it is certainly not my intention to cover
everything, so the bibliography is not exhaus-
tive.
In the town plan analysis, grateful use has
been made of the plans drawn by Jacob van
Deventer, a number of which are reproduced
here. Around 1560, the land surveyor Jacob
van Deventer drew plans of most of the
towns in the Netherlands. This work was
commissioned by Philip II, King of Spain and
other domains, presumably for military pur-
poses. It is now known that most of Van
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Delft railway zone
Leen van Duin and Willemijn Wilms Floet
According to Gerald L. Burke Delft can be
seen as a classic example of a Dutch water-
town: ‘The basic pattern of the development
was determined by three waterways: the origi-
nal Oude Delft, the Nieuwe Delft which was
cut parallel to and some seventy yards east
from the Oude Delft, and a natural waterway
which ran diagonally across the field drainage
canals and then turned in a northerly direction
parallel with the other two, as shown in
Blaeu’s plan from 1650. The first town,
enclosed circa 1300 by a wall, contained a
church — the Oude Kerk — a castle belonging
to the counts of Holland, a Gasthuis and
some Hofjes, warehouses and workshops and
the usual complement of shops and houses.
Continued expansion of industrial activity
called for more land to be brought into devel-
opment. About 1350 an eastward extension
beyond the Verwersdijk, which had been con-
structed to control the natural waterway, near-
ly doubled the city’s area. Former field
drainage now acted as canals and reclaimed
fields were divided into long, narrow, rectan-
gular building blocks characteristic of the
watertowns. Important changes also took
place in the central area. The castle was con-
verted into the town hall and its gardens pro-
vided the site for the marketplace. A terrible
fire in 1536 destroyed about two-third of the
city of Delft, so that a few buildings of earlier
date survive, but the two principle churches
escaped destruction and were completed in
their present form by the end of the sixteenth
century. Rebuilding proceeded in accordance
with the same town layout, and was largely
determined by the existing pattern of canals
and the position of usable pilling foundations.’
The areas around the historical centre of
Delft, where the railway, shunting yards and
factories are located, are being rapidly freed
up for new uses. In these areas an interaction
can occur between the large-scale character
of contemporary society and the finely
woven structure of the historical urban fabric.
They allow for a web of new relationships as
well as new forms of public areas and build-
ings within an innovative architecture.
The research studio, ‘Hybrid Building’ at
the Delft University of Technology examines
the possibilities of interweaving the various
functions, types of space, and constructive
systems found in Dutch cities. We asked our-
selves the question what kind of architectural
interventions could anticipate the hybrid
character of the areas in Delft that are
becoming available? We believed that partial
interventions in particular, limited in scale
and legend, could take advantage of devel-
opments that are still unpredictable. They are
interventions that are characterized by conti-
nuity, clarity and exactness in a spatial sense,
which are also able of including complex and
changing uses. They can be justified by the
locally existing urban structure, even if it is
virtual, as in Joan Busquets’ master plan for
Delft.1
Here we present a few students’ projects
as a result of our research studios. They are
related to various issues regarding the railway
zone in Delft: 1) the transformation of the old
station building, 2) a design for a hybrid
building on a new, underground railway sta-
tion, and finally, 3) a proposal for the rail zone
in its entirety.
Delft lies in a peat moor, and as such, the
development of the city is mainly based on
the reclamation pattern of this peat region.
The hydraulic engineering problems, the
drainage of excess water, and keeping a con-
stant water level, made the construction of a
series of canals and an encircling city canal
necessary. The building plots were located
next to the canals, which have been built one
by one over the course of time.2 Until the
mid-nineteenth century, the surrounding
areas were empty and there was still no
question of a national network of paved
roads, railways and waterways. Until 1815 the
Netherlands was not a unitarian state, so the
construction of a nationally integrated trans-
port system hardly got started. Around 1850
the country had three million inhabitants,
which is less than the province of Zuid-Hol-
land has now. The ‘Grote Historische Atlas
van Nederland, 1839-1859’ (Large Historical
Atlas of the Netherlands), shows that at that
time Delft mainly consisted of the enclosed
town that had developed between 1300 and
1650. 3
The railway network that opened up the
cities within the Randstad was built starting
in 1840 and virtually completed by around
1880. Between 1842 and 1847 the train con-
nection between Amsterdam and Haarlem via
Leiden, The Hague and Delft was extended to
Rotterdam. The loop around the Randstad
cities was completed, via Gouda and Utrecht,
and connected with Germany via Arnhem.
The Randstad finally became visible. The lines
are straight, the speed and length of the
coaches only allow for gentle slopes and
wide bends, which means that the railway
cannot easily come into the city, at least not
without drastically breaking through historical
centres. Yet, railways were laid along the out-
skirts of the Randstad cities and the stations
were built close to an existing route into the
city.4
Railway stations
The first station building in Delft was no more
than a temporary facility, just as other sta-
tions at that time: it consisted of a platform
and several buildings enclosed by a fence.
There were no precedents, and the railway
engineers opted for a functional and con-
structive approach. Stations were simply
technical constructions, or transport devices.
However, to exploit the railway profitably, rail-
way companies had to entice citizens to trav-
el. Therefore, after some time, the comfort
and reliability of the railways were empha-
sised with reception halls in a familiar style:
the classicism and neo-Gothic architecture
of the nineteenth century.
The first station dates from 1846 and
stood at the intersection of the railway lines
along the Westvest/Phoenixstraat and the
Buitenwatersloot. The station building con-
sisted of a protruding middle section of two
storeys, with wings on either side: on the left,
the goods office, on the right, the station
master’s dwelling. With stone, decorated gut-
tering, and a blue tiled roof, the building
indeed added to the architectural scenery of
that time, but it mainly remains a utilitarian
building.
As the most important representative of
utilitarianism Durand had already developed
rules at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury for the composition of buildings classi-
fied by function. His combination theory, a
planning principle to combine material and
spatial components together into a building,
appeared pre-eminently suitable for the
large-scale realization of the new building
assignments of the nineteenth century (pris-
ons, warehouses and office buildings) . The
Dutch approach to building stations was
even more efficient. Around 1860 the State
Railway Commission developed five classes
of station buildings, which was the advent of
building according to a standard design. This
state station architecture was the basis for
opinions of what a station should be: a repre-
sentative reception hall that offers passen-
gers appropriate comfort, combined with a
utilitarian designed roof of glass and steel
under which people could board and step
out, a special combination of architecture
and technology, where the difference is
worked out expressively. The five standard
designs varied in size, depending on the
number of inhabitants in the city. The designs
were simple: from the middle section, the
plan develops symmetrically towards both
sides. The five classes of stations form a
typological series, but also from a stylistic
point of view they could have similar shapes.
Even though the stations built by the state
offered housing for different activities, they
possessed a high degree of neutrality and
were therefore easy to adjust to the demands
of the day. A number of stations from that
time are still satisfactory from a functional
point of view, despite the fact that passenger
flow has increased tremendously.
Apart from the state, private railway com-
panies also built station buildings. These
were often not standard designs, but unique
buildings, such as the second station in Delft
built by the Hollandse IJzeren Spoorweg-
maatschappij (Holland Iron Railway Compa-
ny) in 1883, replacing the first one. The sta-
tion is remarkable for two reasons: it is
asymmetric and has a very distinctive turret.
The design is monumental and the building
plays a special role in the architecture of the
city. The architect designed the station in the
contemporary style of that period, the neo-
renaissance style. The lavish decorations give
the building a lively appearance. The sections
of the programme are housed in five different
sections: a main building with a turret, two
wings of different lengths and two extremities
of different sizes. The building parts are fur-
ther organized in a very specific way. There-
fore the station has become a monofunction-
al building that cannot easily be adapted to
changing requirements. Now that the railway
runs underground, the Delft station has
become empty. The building is kept because
of its monumental value, but its specific
shape makes re-using it difficult.
Delft rail zone
For years Delft has been working on replac-
ing the old station building and elevated rail-
way installed in 1968 with a railway tunnel.
The railway in Delft is a bottleneck in the line
around the Randstad cities : the elevated
railway offers no room for an extra fourth,
overtaking railway; intercity trains cannot go
through a bend in the line very fast. The tun-
nel offers the opportunity of improving the
spatial relationship between the historical
centre and more recent expansions. Since
1999 the city of Delft has had a project team,
which looks after the realization of the rail-
way tunnel in the form of a public and private
collaboration, and has had the Spanish urban
developer Joan Busquets develop a master
plan for the rail zone. The precise route,
length and building technology for the tunnel,
the infrastructure of the intersection of train,
bus, tram, taxi, car and bicycle, and the real
estate have been developed through an
interaction between Busquets and various
consultation firms. A concrete proposal has
finally been produced. Along with the railway
plans there is room for 155,000 m2 of hous-
ing (1,670 houses) and 20,000 m2 of offices.
The total area that will be available covers
approximately 450,000 m2.
From a formal point of view, Busquets’
plan is in line with the linear structure of the
historical centre of Delft, with streets that run
in a north-south direction, parallel to the rail-
way. Side streets follow the direction and
dimensions of the adjoining district, Hof van
Delft, and are secondary. In the most recent
version of the master plan, existing and new
water is the leading motivation in defining the
eastern and western boundaries of the rail-
way zone area and designing the space
between what already exists and what is
new.
An important starting point of the master
plan is the adding of a number of monumen-
tal and meaningful public areas to the town.
First, the western outskirts of the historical
town centre, the Phoenixstraat/Westvest, will
be transformed into a boulevard. The refer-
ence for this is the city walk round Delft, as
developed for the eastern side of the town in
1837 by Zocher. In the same way as the origi-
nal Bolwerk, the historical watercourse will be
brought back to where the most important
city gate was located until the mid-nine-
teenth century. The second reorganisation
task is the road to Westland, the most impor-
tant road from east to west between the city
centre and Delft South. This road divides the
planning area for the rail zone into two and
will be transformed into a boulevard in the
style of the green modernistic avenues of the
high-rise districts of Delft South built in the
1960s.
The new public areas are included in the
linear structure of the design: an elongated
park on the roof of the railway tunnel that
crosses Westlandseweg, a square in front of
the old station building, a square near the
Bolwerk, and a boulevard. The line of sight
from the station exit to the tower of the Oude
Kerk (old church) will be kept free.
In accordance with the size of surround-
ing buildings, the building will be three to five
storeys high: low along the old town, high on
the west side of the rail zone. The building
typology of ’Busquets’ plan deviates from the
existing building forms: plots are not gradual-
ly filled in, but developed in one fell swoop
with blocks of buildings in an exotic architec-
ture just as with a Vinex location. The urban
development plan is added to the concept of
the intensive, multiple use of space. The
building has a hybrid set up, with housing on
top of a plinth of shops, offices and facilities.
In the most recent version of the master plan,
the tunnel route has been shifted in an east-
erly direction. A positive result of this is the
addition of three green squares in the west-
erly part of the plan.
Important representative buildings in the
project are the new station with the associat-
ed intersection infrastructure, planned right
next to the old station and new council
offices for all Delft local government officials
at the Bolwerk. 
Project 1: The old station building
Within the scope of his final project, Leo
Boekestijn has researched the possibilities of
re-using the existing Delft station. He has
developed a solution for a topical problem,
namely the re-use of a culturally valuable
building, and shows how morphological and
typological studies can be used to generate
a new and unique design . Taking a number
of striking examples, a building with a new
programme, a new typology and a new visual
language has been developed around the
existing station and within the context of
’Busquets’ master plan.
The station building built in 1883 has
been retained in ’Boekestijn’s plan, meaning
that the outer shell, the original interior has
already been lost due to various adjustments
over the years. A new use has been given to
the building: a design centre. The planning of
the centre has proved to be so extensive that
the rear of the station building was expanded
by constructing new buildings.
There is now an untidy square in front of
the station building. It forms the transfer
point for all forms of transport. In Boekestijn’s
design, this square was transformed into
more than just a space for pedestrians to loi-
ter: it offered space for changing outside
exhibitions and a flow of coming and going
passengers to the new underground railway
station. It forms a link between the historical
centre and the town expansion from the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. It is a
‘place to transfer’ as well as ‘a place to be’.
There is a parking area behind the station
building in Busquets’ plan. In Boekestijn’s
design this parking zone is completed with a
new building of some four to six storeys, con-
nected with the station building by means of
a walkway. The parking zone is transformed
into a statue garden where people can walk,
practice sports and play. The park descends
from near the station building to a built-in
exhibition area in the walkway.
Boekestijn’s new addition is closely con-
nected with the old station building from a
functional point of view. It has been carried
out in a contemporary abstract visual lan-
guage and does not only accept the archi-
tecture of the old station as such, since the
existing monument even seems to have
become part of the whole. What already
exists is added to what is new and not the
other way round.
Project 2: The hybrid station building
Searching for a contemporary language of
forms, also for stations, is continuously being
done. Since the beginning of the twentieth
century, stations have gained more meaning
in public urban life and are being designed
by prominent architects. Stations occupy a
monumental position in the city and play a
role in the architectural culture. In many
cities in the Netherlands and abroad archi-
tectural competitions are held for stations.
The design is more part of a specific archi-
tectural trend or the trademark of an archi-
tect than to something typical of stations.
What remains is the split in the design of the
platform roof as a typical example of an
engineer’s art and the rest of the plans,
which is articulated in an architectural sense. 
In the first half of the twentieth century, the
number of station buildings in the Nether-
lands was reduced from approximately 900
to 300.5 As well, the station building became
an intersection for all forms of transport.
Architects, such as Schelling and Van Raven-
steijn determined the look of station build-
ings in the Netherlands at that time, each
from their own architectural point of view.
From a functional point of view the shift of
travel as a form of public activity in favour of
transport as a utilitarian facility blurred the
typical character of station buildings. The
number of additional functions is initially kept
to a minimum and the hall brought back to
modest proportions, but in every station
building a unique architectural expression is
indeed sought after.
Since the 1980s railway architects have
been trying to develop a company style
again. This means that new station buildings
are being designed as unique buildings
indeed, whereas the series still must be
recognisable. This has led to a high-tech
revival and experimentation with platform
roofs in an unparalleled way. A bar here, a
wire there, some twisted plates glass, and
there you have it, a station. In this process
the station loses its monumental appearance
in the urban fabric. Many have seen this as a
loss for the town: again the disappearance of
a recognisable type of building. The station
has become a transfer machine.
This offered unexpected opportunities. As
a transfer machine the station generates a
large flow of visitors, which brings them into
contact with all kinds of commercial activi-
ties. Eventually, the multifunctional centre
with a public transport intersection was born,
from which Rotterdam, The Hague and
Utrecht could benefit. The station was trans-
formed into a hybrid building for complex
and changing commercial functions.
For the Delft railway zone Chris Bloemen
has examined which typologies and composi-
tions are able to anticipate the urban net-
work of the twenty-first century. How can the
railway zone be compressed into a vital inter-
section from a programmed and spatial point
of view, and what are the architectural char-
acteristics of buildings that replace the tradi-
tional city centres around the town hall, the
church and the market? 
Starting from the outlined developments
of the hybrid station building, Bloemen gives
a centre function to the intersection of trans-
port systems in Delft. Offices, shops and
other facilities, but also houses are brought
together in a high building density. Important
elements in Busquets’ master plan are the
two main directions: one in parallel to the
railway, the other perpendicular to it, follow-
ing the allotment direction of the first expan-
sion of Delft in a westerly direction. Bloemen
made use of this characteristic and has
planned a building of seven to nine storeys
on the south side of the current station
square, right above the railway line, so that
passenger flow goes directly from a new
urban square with accommodation functions
to the platforms. The relation between the
station square and the historical centre can
be easily made via the new boulevard to be
developed along the Westvest/Phoenixstraat.
The transfer intersection with stops for buses
and taxis and parking spaces for cars and
bicycles has been built on the other side of
the building. The urban square and the trans-
fer intersection are connected to each other
by way of a sunken shopping street. This
street also offers direct access to the station
concourse, where offices in the block of
buildings next to and above it are planned.
Continuous surfaces and open intersections
offer unexpected opportunities for the hybrid
building.
Project 3: The Delft Railway Zone
Floris Cornelisse has produced an urban
development design for the Delft railway
zone with the improvement of the connec-
tions between the various districts of Delft as
its objective. The design is structured around
two axes perpendicular to each other,
designed as an esplanade, which connects
important public areas. The northern axis fol-
lows the historical city wall, whilst the south-
ern axis follows the railway line. The intersec-
tion of these axes can be found at the
Bolwerk. The design includes the transforma-
tion of the ‘NV Gist- en Spiritusfabriek’ (Yeast
and Alcohol Factory) into a residential area.
This also includes interventions in the West-
vest/Phoenixstraat and the station area, and
the transformation of the industrial region
between the railway and the Rhine-Schie
Canal into a residential area. The transforma-
tion of the factory premises has been worked
out architecturally.
This ground lies between a factory work-
ers’ district, the Agnetapark, and a city park,
the Koningsplein.6 On the eastern side it is
bordered by the Rijn-Schie Canal, the old
water trade route between Delfshaven and
Leiden. The design fits into the existing green
character and follows the idea of a garden
city with continuous open rows of houses.
Courtyards are located at two special loca-
tions, which enclose the monumental
remains of the factory. Water is planned on
the outskirts of the town centre, a mirror
image of the pool at the south-west corner of
the historical centre, linked to the restoration
of the historical watercourse, something
already proposed in Busquets’ plan. A yacht
harbour and cultural facilities are planned at
this new pool: a dance school, theatre
school, cinema, and concert hall are housed
in old factory halls, and the city records
office and the library in new buildings. The
heterogeneous planning of old and new
buildings and squares, waterparks and
arcades suit the informal character of the
adjoining park and the old industrial build-
ings.
These interventions can be seen as a
construction of urban necessities. Every part
has specific characteristics without wanting
to be complete and self-supporting. They
need each other and supplement each other.
The spatial experience of the city is strength-
ened, with people meeting each other while
going from the one location to the other. The
districts are independent as well as depend-
ent on each other. Architecture is used to
give shape to this area of tension: it is archi-
tecture of complementary places.
Notes
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The European City: Architectural
interventions and urban transforma-
tions
An international conference in Delft
and Antwerp
François Claessens 
In the last days of October 2004, the cities of
Delft and Antwerp hosted the EAAE (Euro-
pean Association for Architectural Education)
conference on the ‘European City’. This inter-
national conference, jointly organized by the
Delft University of Technology and the Henry
van de Velde Higher Institute of Architectural
Sciences, focused on the interaction
between ‘architectural interventions & urban
transformations’ both past and present. 
The organizers of the conference depart-
ed from the following statement: ‘The history
of Western architecture is intimately bound to
the development of the European city. From
the Antiquity to Gothic times, and from the
ages of the Renaissance, Baroque and Clas-
sicism to the industrial era, the ensuing urban
architecture determined the characteristic
composite form of the European city.’
The conference investigated the role and
impact of architectural projects, based on
the formal identity of the European city. For
this purpose the following questions were
asked: ‘How do architectural interventions
contribute and catalyse the process of trans-
formation and renewal of existing urban
areas both today and in the past? What are
the programmes, typologies and architectural
languages that anticipate these continuous
processes of urban transformation in
Europe? Also, can the architectural idea of a
“European city” still persist in a time of ongo-
ing globalisation or has it become an
anachronism?’
At the conference, professionals and aca-
demic scholars from Europe and the United
States presented some 50 papers. These pre-
sentations took place in Delft during the first
two days of the conference in 12 parallel ses-
sions, grouped according to three major
themes: 1) typo-morphological studies, 2)
research by design, and 3) theoretical stud-
ies.
Papers addressing the first theme con-
tained design research of urban areas in
European cities that examine the coherence
between the urban morphology and building
typology. They addressed questions, such as
what are the typological and morphological
elements that characterize the specific form
of the European city and how do transforma-
tions in urban morphology effect changes in
building typologies and vice versa. By way of
case studies the presentations focused on
different urban scales and building types,
such as the relation between city and territo-
ry, between the urban block and public build-
ings or dwellings, and the morphological
development of specific European cities.
Papers on the second theme discussed
design studies for urban areas in European
cities, which examine the spatial potential for
transformation and renewal by means of con-
crete design proposals, such as ‘architectural
interventions’. These sessions addressed the
following questions: Which building typolo-
gies, programmes and architectural lan-
guages can contribute to the renewal of
urban areas, and how can new architectural
interventions be related to the existing urban
structures? The presentations not only
demonstrated architectural projects, but also
urban and landscape projects. The ‘Research
by design’ theme was addressed for the first
time at the EAAE conference of 2000 in
Delft.1 According to the number of entries on
this theme, ‘Research by design’ has now
become a regularly accepted form of archi-
tectural research at European architecture
schools.
Papers on the third theme examined the
theories, methods and techniques of both
urban analysis and architectural design.
These sessions dealt with the questions why
and how typo-morphological research should
be a pre-requisite for architectural design
and what the innovative ideas and tech-
niques in the field of design methodology
and design studies are. The presentations
clearly showed the current dynamics and
broadness in the international fields of theory
and methodology.
At the end of the first day in Delft, an exhibi-
tion was opened entitled Drawings of the
City, which displayed some of the research
conducted at the Delft University of Technol-
ogy by means of drawings. The exhibition dis-
played the different ways in which drawings
work as tools in both analysis and design.
Drawings not only ‘render future visions intel-
ligible’, but they can also ‘be considered as a
continued mode of recording change or of
proposing a new mode of analysis and pres-
entation’, as the curators stated in their intro-
duction to the exhibition. As well on this
occasion, the first issue of OverHolland was
presented. The international audience and
the theme of the conference appeared to be
the appropriate setting for the launch of this
new series.
Later that day, at the historic town hall of
Delft, alderman Grashoff presented the city’s
plans for the redevelopment of the railway
area on the border of the historic city centre
for which Spanish architect Busquets devel-
oped a master plan. At that moment the
alderman could not foresee that a few weeks
later the city plans would get the green light
from the Dutch government, which granted a
large financial contribution to the project.
Several distinguished keynote speakers
addressed the conference during the three
days: dr. Anne Vernez-Moudon (professor at
the University of Washington in Seattle and
president of the International Seminar on
Urban Form – ISUF), Anthony Vidler (dean of
the Cooper Union in New York), Jo Coenen
(architect and professor in Delft) , dr. Piet
Lombaerde (professor in Antwerp), and
Bernardo Secchi (urban planner and profes-
sor in Venice). They reflected on the themes
and questions of the conference, based on
their experience in architectural practice as
well as from their university teachings and
research. Although starting from different
architectural perspectives, these architects/
theorists share the idea that we can continu-
ously shape and re-shape our cities with
architectural interventions.
On the third day of the conference, the par-
ticipants left early in the morning for a trip to
Antwerp. At the Henry van de Velde Institute
a plenary closing session took place, where
the chair people of the different sessions for-
mulated and discussed their conclusions with
the participants, resulting in a joint confer-
ence declaration.
In the afternoon an excursion to different
sites in and around the city was organized
under the guidance of André Singer, CEO of
the development company Project, where
new architectural projects are realized and
future developments are planned. 2 The sites
visited were the North Emplacement (Sec-
chi) , the Royal Entrepot (Kollhoff), the
‘Eilandje-Kattendijkdok’ (various realizations
in progress), and the Court House (Rogers).
After a reception by the Deputy Mayor
Van Campenhout at the historic city hall of
Antwerp, there was a wonderful farewell din-
ner at the converted old monastery Elsen-
veld, the perfect setting for the closing of
four intensive yet rewarding days. Many new
contacts and friends were made and old
ones renewed. Although debates were sharp
and opinions were not always on the same
lines, everyone agreed that it was an intellec-
tually and socially stimulating event, with
some participants already making plans for a
follow-up of the conference. A collection of
the papers and keynote lectures has been
published in the conference proceedings.2
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Can cultural heritage save Dutch
planning?
Ed Taverne
Physical planning in the Netherlands has dur-
ing the last decades become such a wide
and complicated field that criticism hardly
has any effect anymore. Even worse, profes-
sional criticism is stone dead. Of course, a lot
of stories about high-profile strategic proj-
ects and project organisations can be read in
daily and weekly papers or on Internet
(Archined), but there is no suggestion of any
reflection on the theoretical principles of
such a pragmatic professional practice. Criti-
cism does not succeed in breaking through
the logic of strategic planning processes and
linking these to other social and cultural
trends.
Illustrative of an physical planning that is
largely focused on consensualism and prac-
tice is the popularity of the so-called Map of
the Netherlands, on which the physical
design of the Netherlands is reduced to an
arbitrary collection of projects, assembled
together without comment or criticism. If
there really has to be a map of the Nether-
lands, I would prefer one with a more intelli-
gent legend: a large-scale basic map of the
Netherlands on which the countless, overlap-
ping authorities, jurisdictions and regimes of
the many administrative layers of govern-
ment and public bodies are plotted for each
area with the greatest possible precision — a
kind of military map of administrative and
judicial obstacles that provides a eloquent
picture of daily planning in practice.
During the past decades governmental
planning policy and daily planning practices
have evolved along the natural law of com-
municating vessels. Unclear, wishy-washy,
and inconsistent political choices mean that
the damage of a non-policy can only be neu-
tralized by more rules and regulations. In that
respect there is not much difference
between physical planning and the govern-
ment’s anti-smoking policy. Instead of facing
problems head on and entering into the polit-
ical debate about — for example — the sup-
pression of a free market and the right to
free settlement, the government advertises
that (sub)urbanization, just like smoking, is
harmful and leaves the causers of the dam-
age to fight it: local politicians, investors, land
owners, and project developers who all have
something to gain from (sub)urbanization.
Subsequently, central government tries again
to control the damage spiral by enforcing an
even closer-woven patchwork of regulations
and procedures. Instead of the necessary
restricting of (sub)urbanization (like the
repression of tobacco production), several
soft regimes are deployed such as the con-
servation of nature, monuments and environ-
ment (smoke-free zones) or the projection of
traffic-free residential areas, 30 mph zones
and the restriction of innercity parking.
Due to this political weakness, strength-
ened even more by the increase of social
players in the field, urban planning in the
Netherlands has been deteriorated into a
‘form of negotiation with little cultural con-
tent’. What is the alternative? The director of
the Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research
has recently sketched a new perspective on
public planning in the Netherlands in which
consensus has been replaced by inspiration
and culture in stead of negation functions as
a strong binding element. In this plea for
more culture in physical planning, he follows
the new trend launched recently by the
Belvedere Policy Document, in which the
institutional framework for Dutch planning is
‘enriched’ with such new ideas as cultural
planning and heritage planning. In this way,
culture becomes the new smoke-free zone in
an otherwise poisoned environment. In my
opinion, this is a one way road that will fur-
ther burden the already cumbersome plan-
ning machine in the Netherlands, and will
sooner accelerate rather than halt the
advancing disenchantment and disneyfication
of the Dutch national territory.
Cultural infrastructure
Culture, within the meaning of image and
image production, appeared on the Dutch
planning stage half way through the 1980s
when planning, mainly based on zoning and
control, made room for one that focused on
seduction and inspiration. This was the
moment when urban renewal was exchanged
for urban innovation and city councillors put
their cards on all kinds of city marketing
focused on attracting business and promot-
ing the city as an ideal place for private
enterprise and tourism. Urban innovation has
given Dutch design culture a tremendously
qualitative impulse and provided architecture
with a structural place within the Dutch plan-
ning machine by way of numerous new cul-
tural institutions. Since then, internationally,
the Netherlands has been enriched by a
unique cultural infrastructure in the field of
architecture, landscape architecture, urban
planning and cultural heritage. But there was
more: urban innovation was not limited to the
trade in architectural images, the branding of
cities, or the production of urban planning
schemes: it paved the way for a new, political
vision of spatial design, not only of the large
cities, but of the whole national territory of
the Netherlands at the end of the 20th cen-
tury. These were the days when the Dutch
Labour Party still organized workshops about
‘the future of the city’, about city politics and
urban development in the Netherlands (see
Maarten Hajer and Femke Halsema, Land in
zicht! (Land ho!), 1997, or René Boomkens et
al., Stad zonder horizon (City without horizon),
1997. Such intellectual energy is strongly
lacking at the beginning of the 21st century.
Belvedere
In 1999 a number of ministries signed and
published a document called the Belvedere
Policy Document, which was surprising at
first. Following the architects, now historians
and in particular archaeologists and all kind
of conservation institutions’ and art officials
demanded and got to play an active role in
the planning and execution of spatial policy,
especially at the national level. But in con-
trast to the 1990s when the call for strength-
ening culture was imbedded within a wider
process of cultural modernization, the
Belvedere philosophy propagated the
strengthening of the Dutch cultural identity in
a rapidly changing environment. One could
speak of an officially stimulated, regressive
branding of historical innercities and land-
scapes, ‘as an answer to the increasing
demand for new sources of spatial identifica-
tion and distinction in the midst of a reality in
which established frameworks of identifica-
tion and distinctions (such as that of nation,
standing, religion, modernity and
region/town) have become less clear’ (Mom-
maas).
The Belvedere Policy Document was the
product of the synergy between two political
ambitions from the final days of the
liberal/social-democratic or ‘purple’ govern-
ment. First, the large-scale, physical recon-
struction of the Netherlands of which the
Betuwe railroad traject, the South HSL, and
the Vinex (housing) operation are the best
known examples, and, secondly, the cultural
political option of the former State Secretary
Van der Ploeg (Dutch Labour Party) to pres-
ent culture and art in a more accessible way
to the public. These two aspects came
together in Belvedere under the common
denominator of a development oriented
application of national heritage: the relent-
less disruption and opening up of landscapes
and the underground archive was seized for
a public education in the nation’s military,
economic and architectural history.
Belvedere represents two things: the rein-
forcement of physical planning by all kinds of
historical, cultural disciplines as well as the
reorientation of conservation planning
towards a more development oriented vision.
In the first case, designers (architects, urban
developers, landscape architects) are
addressed, and in the second, scientists
(geographers, archaeologists, art historians,
and monument conservationists), art admin-
istrators, and finally, also the public as well.
To support these political ambitions, a com-
plete new bureaucratic framework was
invented: no fewer than 70 historical geo-
graphical areas (smoke-free zones) were des-
ignated where the link between cultural poli-
cy and spatial policy had to be tested. But it
did not stop there: design studios were also
set up, two new government architects and
advisors were appointed for cultural heritage
and landscape, three special university chairs
were created, an individual Project Agency
was established, a few government institu-
tions such as RDMZ (Netherlands Depart-
ment for Conservation) and ROB (National
Service for Archaeological Heritage), which
until that moment led a sheltered existence,
were reanimated into knowledge centres and
the cultural and historical information, frag-
mented across innumerable organisations,
was brought together in De Kennisinfrastruc-
tuur Cultuurhistorie (KICH) (The Knowledge
Infrastructure for Cultural History) to which,
along with ROB and RDMZ, the Expertise
Centre INV (Agriculture, Nature and Nutrition
quality) and Alterra also belong. In order to
allow Belvedere to actually affect govern-
ment policy, it was governmentally anchored
in the Culture and Architecture Policy Docu-
ment and, finally, in the Space and Culture
Action Programme, Architecture and
Belvedere Policy 2005-2008, the cultural
answer of the completely culture deprived
Space Policy Document, recently published
by seven ministries. This has provided an offi-
cial and administrative cultural palace, which
has been established in a very short time,
and is unparalleled in the architectural histo-
ry of the Netherlands.
Two maps
It is, however, questionable whether spatial
organisation, the daily planning practice, is
helped by the institutionalization of cultural
history and conservation philosophy into an
new kind of planning policy: cultural planning.
As if careful association with the historical
and geographical layers of the landscape and
the historical qualities of city and landscape
is something that can no longer be achieved
through regular urban planning and design
and requires a new set of rules and controls.
By isolating culture from the official spatial
policy, the government goes in the direction
of landscaping the Netherlands in two differ-
ent ways: on the one map, the historical
structures, monuments and landscapes are
sketched as historically cultural spots that
not only give the tourist, but also the design-
er the feeling that they are in familiar sur-
roundings. On the other map, these cultural
landmarks are missing and the administrators
become free ways for developing all kinds of
new infrastructure, housing and commercial
activities. All in all this implies the structural
erosion of urban planning as a scientific dis-
cipline as well as a planning practice. And
then to think that already in the Third Report
on Physical Planning, the careful association
with cultural history in the sense of ‘historical
and/or visual landscape views with a higher
experience value’, such as river views, water-
fronts and polder views were considered to
be an integral part of the government’s
involvement with the development and
organisation of urban and national regions.
Even the designing disciplines, architec-
ture in general, are expected to make a con-
tribution to the ‘cultural identity issue’. Archi-
tecture must be reclaimed as a recognisable
carrier of identity, implying a greater orienta-
tion of contemporary design towards the his-
torical architecture and historical stratifica-
tion of the (urban) landscape, to the
interweaving of old and new. There are at
least two dangerous sides to this plea: by
elevating a series of randomly selected spa-
tial artefacts, such as historical buildings, for-
tification lines and road and water systems to
the status of anchors or landmarks, the fact
is ignored that the cultural and historical
essence of the ‘architectural beauty of our
country’ is not limited to isolated objects or
arthistorical styles, but to the unique, if
somewhat difficult to observe, historical con-
nection between the expansion pattern of
cities, the physical shape of urban areas, and
the architectural elements and technical con-
structions from which these are built up.
The dynamics that are so characteristic to
our cultural landscapes is halted by reducing
culture to the ‘creation of an aesthetic envi-
ronment’. The pretentiousness to ‘produce
new culture during the re-design of our
national territory’ is just as ahistorical, ludi-
crous and pathological as the fanaticism of
nature developers to enrich the Netherlands
with ‘new nature’, which threatens the classi-
cal river landscape of the Betuwe. There is
also a second objection: by linking the cultur-
al identity of, for example, the Randstad to
historical artefacts and landscapes in such a
unilateral and normative fashion, one loses
sight of the multiformity of identities that are
not bound to the ‘spirit of the location’ and
that are more likely to be associated with
networks of ‘1001 collectives that literally and
figuratively open up new horizons’, such as in
Vinex locations, but also along motorways
and in the public areas of Schiphol, the
Arena, or Utrecht Central Station.
Cultural biography
The real connection between urban planning
and culture cannot be found in cultural histo-
ry, but rather in the capacity of all parties
involved to discover the socio-cultural dimen-
sions of contemporary programmes of glob-
alization, networking and multiculturalization,
and not, conversely, to control and soften
with traditional culture the energies and
uncertainities caused by these within con-
temporary society. What is needed, is a dif-
ferent way of looking at things. Another kind
of planning research, for which recently an
inspirational initiative has been taken by an
interdisciplinary urban consultancy team in a
study on De Strook. Ruimtelijke ordening in
een cultuur van pluralisme (Urban planning in
a culture of pluralism, 2001). For one reason
or another, the results of these sorts of cul-
tural planning studies do not effect recent
policy proposals or insufficiently, just as with
many other new concepts and ideas within
geography, economy and cultural history. This
situation is of course reflected in the physical
environment of daily life of which the organi-
zation and design are not in tune with the
logistically complicated programmes they are
expected to facilitate. Instead, both policy-
makers and scientists cherish rather naïve
ideas about the practical relevance and use
of our cultural heritage.
Professional cultural historians too have
their doubts about the pretensions of policy-
makers to emphasize, articulate and include
the past in current processes of identity.
Even though greatly divided across the con-
temporary historical experience, there is a
dominant conviction within these circles that
‘culture’ is less connected with physical arte-
facts or landscapes themselves than with sto-
ries and rituals told and invented by people
in wich these objects figure and to which
they refer. Urban settlements, fortification
lines, land reclamations and other monu-
ments and infrastructures are nothing more
than traces or reference points to establish
what various lifestyles were at certain times
and locations and within socio-cultural
groups. Cities, landscapes and architectural
objects and systems are not timeless objects,
but have a life story that can be told within
the historical and literary genre of cultural
biography. This more dynamic view of her-
itage has led to new museological practices
and presentation techniques in several loca-
tions in our country, such as in Maastricht
and South-East Brabant. It has also created a
cultural infrastructure that is initially aimed at
making traces from the past legible, as are
available in all their diversity, radicalness and
intangibility in the daily environment, and
placing them in an for the general public
accessible framework. It is, however, ques-
tionable whether the articulation of the many
histories of town and landscape, from the
national military past or of the water adminis-
tration must also be institutionalized as a
specific area of policy of physical planning. I
do not think so, as taking into account the
disciplinary origin of all parties involved, I fear
that as a consequence of these politics the
last remains of our heritage, where the ‘real’
history can still be experienced, will disap-
pear from the map of the Netherlands. The
shift that ecologist Matthijs Schouten claims
to observe ‘in the perception of nature as
vulnerable heritage to producible commodity’
also greatly applies to our architectural her-
itage!
Save and renew
Several years ago, in a book of essays about
heritage planning in the 21st century Geert
Bekaert asked the question ‘Can heritage
save architecture?’ Confronted with the still
deeply cherished contrast between the his-
torical monument and current architecture,
he pleaded for a different set of ethics with
regard to the conservation of historical arte-
facts. For an architectural attitude wich is not
interested in colonizing culture and history
within contemporary planning practices, but
rather to approach them as ‘civil realities’
unselfconsciously situated in the present.
Here, Bekaert admits, and I agree with him,
to propose a strong modernistic opinion
about urban design and planning: one that
suggests that these disciplines must be cul-
tural even without the history, and that the
past is only attractive and sensational
because of its strangeness and distance in
relation to the present. No more than history
is able to do, cultural heritage cannot save
Dutch spatial planning. However, it is possible
to develop a spatial design policy in which
our increasingly scarce cultural heritage has
a chance to be saved and revitalized.
An abridged version of this article appeared
earlier in Stedebouw & Ruimtelijke Ordening
(Urban Development & Urban Planning), no.
2, 2005.
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Hedendaags traditionalisme in Nederland
Rotterdam (NAi) 2004, 144 pages.
Onmoderne architectuur (Unmodern Architec-
ture. Contemporary Traditionalism in the
Netherlands) by Hans Ibelings is the latest
publication of the Fascinations series from
NAi publishers, a series of booklets in which
various authors focus on a topical theme. In
five short chapters the author draws atten-
tion to an unmistakable, present-day archi-
tecture that looks as if it originated from the
past. This architecture is rapidly gaining pop-
ularity amongst a large segment of the pub-
lic, which some Dutch architectural firms
respond to in a clever way. Inspired in part by
foreign architects such as the Krier brothers,
these firms have developed a number of new,
mass-produced districts at Vinex locations in
a style Ibelings calls ‘contemporary tradition-
alism’. He reserved more than half of his
booklet for illustrations of projects from
these architectural firms, mostly photographs
of exteriors. Descriptions, plans, sections or
details are lacking.
The publication comes at the right time, as it
is about time that somebody attempted to
give contemporary unmodern architecture in
the Netherlands a place within architectural
criticism. Unlike in his article ‘Het andere
modernisme; traditionalistische architectuur
in Nederland 1900-1960’ (The other mod-
ernism; traditionalistic architecture in the
Netherlands 1900-1960) in Archis 6-88, Ibel-
ings makes no attempt to conceptualize the
current discussion on the relationship
between architectural design and traditional
forms. If one regards traditionalism as the
fundamental following of and conforming to
tradition, then it is necessary to provide a
clear description of the concept and trace its
origins. Where Ibelings the historian in 1988
distanced himself from the craze of the day
and painstakingly looked for meaning, con-
text and concept, in short: the ‘how’ and
‘why’ of a well-defined approach to an archi-
tectural assignment as traditionalism,
Onmoderne architectuur mostly addresses
the ‘what’ and ‘when’. Insofar as Ibelings
places contemporary traditionalism against a
historical background, he considers it as a
consequence of the post-modernistic wave
that has washed over the Netherlands since
the 1970s, incidentally just as the ‘new urban-
ism’ movement did.
Ibelings the publicist gets carried away by
the turbulent developments and presents the
reader with an abundance of illustrations
entirely according to the post-modern formu-
la, which removed from their historical con-
text can be quickly and easily consumed.
Since Ibelings places contemporary tradi-
tionalism in line with post-modernism it is
understandable that he does not attempt to
make a connection with traditionalism as
developed as a powerful movement along
with modernism at the Delft University of
Technology in the period between the two
world wars. He sees contemporary tradition-
alism as an exponent of the current situation
in the Netherlands, where each project must
be newer than new, and even a seemingly
traditional approach with a retro touch is
regarded as new.
With his journalistic approach he skips
over the fundamental question he asked ear-
lier, that of the relationship between the past
and present-day traditionalism, a missed
opportunity. In doing so he restricts himself
to an in itself useful inventory of examples in
which the typically Dutch pursuit of originali-
ty, experiment and novelty is placed against
the predilection for the past of firms such as
Krier and Kohl, Vandenhove, Natalini, Soeters
Van Eldonk Ponec, Molenaar and Van
Winden, Scala, Mulleners and Mulleners,
Yanovshtchinsky, Geurts and Schulze, Claus
and Kaan.
The reader is also provided with a selec-
tion of some international publications about
traditionalistic architecture from Russell
Hitchcock to Lampugnani, and from Pigafetta
to Abondandolo, leading to an outline of
moments in post-modernism that were
important to the institutionalization of con-
temporary traditionalism and the pursuit of
aesthetic coherence in cities.
Finally, along these lines, Ibelings also dis-
cusses government policy, which under the
name of ‘Belvedere’ commands architectonic
design with attention to cultural and historical
quality. From the perspective of Belvedere,
which is aimed at closing the gap between
the past and the future, three major urban
projects are reviewed: The Schuytgraaf dis-
trict of Arnhem, Brandevoort in Helmond, and
Haverleij near Den Bosch.
In the end, Onmoderne architectuur
describes contemporary traditionalism as the
niche marketing of nostalgic images. It is
about architecture with a cinematic character
that must offer a total experience and con-
siders the city as an amusement park, full of
‘better than life’ attractions. Due to the lack of
proper architectural criticism, the significance
of traditional forms for the design and devel-
opment of a specific approach of an archi-
tectural assignment is not thematized. An
attempt to analyse or position can only spo-
radically be found in architectural magazines.
It seems that until now, besides the real
estate developer and of course Prince
Charles, nobody actually knows what to do
with the longing for good old architecture.
Already in 1978 on the basis of an analysis of
the oldest architectural magazine in Europe,
Britain’s Architectural Review, the historian
Taverne (Wonen — TA/BK 16-78) ascertained
that reverting to movements in the past with
their easily recognisable symbols and rich,
associative capacity is reassuring for the sat-
isfied, middle-class consumer. And now, 25
years later, it appears that the role assigned
to the architect, as a supplier of images that
appeal to the demand of the middle-class,
has now become generally accepted. The
contemporary traditional architect renders
his services without reserve to clients in their
pursuit of the realization of romantic, pictur-
esque images, which differ from the prevail-
ing, albeit ground-losing modernistic images,
now perceived as cold. All this is done under
the motto ‘What is it like to live in a picture?’
The residential areas for people who can
buy their own house quickly transform into
theme parks. The new district of Brandevoort,
for instance, consists of a few suburbs in a
1930’s style, located around a picturesque
‘Veste’ which is enclosed by newly dug castle
moats. As in Almere or on the banks of the IJ
in Amsterdam where the Amsterdam canals
were copied, mediaeval fortifications were
built in Brandevoort. The architecture is sup-
posed to create the illusion of a gradually
grown ensemble of Dutch houses, which
have been given an old fashioned appear-
ance for a reasonable price. Rob Krier set up
the plans for this ‘gated community’. Why is a
retro architect like Krier so popular in the
Netherlands? The answer is quite simple: a
housing association, usually the client in the
Netherlands chooses just as easily a modern
architect as, one week later, Krier or one of
his followers. The housing consumer, who
first wanted a modern lifestyle, is now asking
for nostalgia. He wants to live in a romanti-
cized past. And the customer is always right,
so the architect invents this past for him.
Since the mid-nineties things have gone
quickly. Almere got a castle, Coevorden
wants to start building one, and in Haverleij
near Den Bosch, a thousand houses in the
shape of compact castles have almost been
completed. 
A 17th century fortress city or a French
Loire castle, everything is possible as long as
they are recognisable places for the digital
and hypermobile man who wants a sense of
security in his environment. When future
archaeologists discover the remains of Bran-
devoort or Haverleij in 400 years from now,
they will find a tough job when it becomes
clear that they have stumbled upon concrete
replicas of castles that have never existed.
Retro is a sign of the time. Sometimes, I am
also tempted by the apparent security and
attractive pictures of Rob Krier and his fol-
lowers. There is nothing wrong with a journal-
istic publication like that of Ibelings. However,
it is the task of architectural criticism to con-
ceptualize and analyse today’s unmodern
architecture. It is also important for the archi-
tectural practice, if it wants to do more than
just following consumer trends. For future
large urban projects in the Netherlands,
research into the development of the Dutch
city will be more necessary than ever. This
does not mean copying them, but rather to
be able to cautiously move between histori-
cal knowledge and today’s current issues.
One cannot expect such type of research
from commercial agencies. It is a task for
architectural schools, where people can work
independently from market pressure. Co-
operation between the various disciplines,
which work at the environmental planning of
the Netherlands, is a prerequisite, as is the
case within the research programme ‘Urban
Architecture’ at the Faculty of Architecture of
the Delft University of Technology. If this
research points to elements that are not only
important to traditionalism, but also consid-
ered essential for architecture in general,
such as shelter, the recognizability of urban
facts, the city as the place for collective
memory, then I will report.
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